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    This book is dedicated to my amazing husband and kids.  
 
    Thanks for always believing in me—even when I didn’t believe in myself. 
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 Home 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Birthday Blues 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today is the one-month anniversary of my father’s death, and it also unceremoniously happens to be my fifteenth birthday. This day was supposed to be filled with laughter and celebration, but instead my house is full of silence and mourning. 
 
     My vision of today was obviously different, but for now all I want is one day without grief and regret. 
 
    I walk from my bedroom into our retro styled, beach themed bathroom with seashell decorations and an old school shower-tub. Man, my mom really needs to stop designing our house based on sales at Ross. I turn on the shower, slowly testing the water for the right amount of heat, and once it feels just below boiling, I begin to undress. It’s funny how the simple things, like starting the shower, helps me forget about my sorrow.  
 
    For months, my dad and I had been planning a Star Wars marathon for my birthday. It was supposed to start at 12am, my exact time of birth, and continue into the night, the morning, afternoon, and following evening. We’d planned to buy ice cream, marshmallows, chocolate, and pizza, and eat until we were too full to walk. My mom was even planning to participate, and said she’d make us all Star Wars PJs to wear. Now, our plans are obsolete after an avoidable car accident, which I was unable to prevent. I tried to warn him, begging him to stay home. I had kept my abilities hidden for so long that when I finally told him, it was too late. He didn’t believe me, and I have to live with the guilt of his loss forever.  
 
    Instead, my fifteenth birthday will be spent in grief as I try to come to terms with his death while simultaneously helping my mother deal with her new reality, a life without my father.  
 
    I climb in the tub, trying not to slip like the old people in those Life Alert ads. I don’t need to be found dead in the tub, naked. I’m sure my mom wouldn’t even cover me with a towel before she called an ambulance. The news would report “a nude Mexican girl was found dead in the tub on her fifteenth birthday. She had no known friends and a recently deceased father.” What a tragedy. 
 
    The funny thing is I know that death isn’t finite. I’ve been able to communicate with the dead since I can remember. I can also feel the energy of people, read minds, and see the future. But, my abilities rarely work the way I want them to. I spent weeks trying to connect with my dad’s spirit, but was unable to find him. Plus, listening to others’ thoughts about me—the good, bad, and perverted—isn’t the highlight of my day. And finding out that my mom is unimpressed with my lack of accomplishments wasn’t the best moment in my life. To top all that off, I basically have a meltdown anytime I’m in large crowds—lunchtime at school, assemblies, and any public outing with more than fifty people. Basically, I’m the weird girl in the cafeteria who looks like she’s in pain. Not the most popular girl in school by a long shot.  
 
    I swear I hear a knock on the front door now. I listen intently and hear another knock, this time much louder. I pause with my hand against the tile, praying my mom has the strength to answer the door so I can have just five more minutes of peace. The knocks quickly turn to pounding. Whoever is at the door refuses to leave, so I guess I’m forced to abandon my sea-shelled, satin-smelling shower for freezing cold air, a half-washed body and a small bath robe that barely covers me. Great!  
 
    With water dripping everywhere, I hurry down the slippery wooden stairs to our front door.  
 
    I loudly scream at the knocker, while they continue to pound their mammoth sized fists against our door like a bear in heat, “I’m coming, hold on, please!” I reach the front door and pause, using my abilities to gauge who’s on the other side before I open it. I sense a lady, rushed for time and very impatient. She has other houses to go to, and she’s irritated. Though her energy isn’t warm, she’s not evil. 
 
    I take a deep breath, bracing myself to be attacked by her emotions, and I slowly open our door. I see a tall white lady with black-purple hair and round glowing sunglasses blocking her eyes. She’s in all black and the grin on her face isn’t genuine, making the hairs on my arms stand up in alert. 
 
    Her voice is even less welcoming as she barks, “Lili Araica, born today at 12am exactly?"  
 
    I cautiously respond, "Uh, yes. Can I help you?"  
 
    The strange lady pushes her way in, alarming me as I unsuccessfully try to block her passage. She stops by the stairs, turning toward me. ”I’m Elizabeth, and I’m here to inform you that you are the 555th new Celestial to be sent to Earth by our creator. As is decreed in our law, you will attend Cognosco, a Celestial training school, shortly after your fifteenth birthday.” 
 
    Oh no, I don’t need this today. Alarmed by her craziness, I play along as I grab her by the elbow trying to escort her out of the house as quickly as possible. "Oh, okay. Thank you for letting me know. I’ll be the best angel ever—”  
 
    I almost get her out, but she plants her feet down, angrily turning toward me. Her eyes display annoyance as she takes a glowing silver ball with foreign symbols etched in it out of her black skirt pocket, holding it awkwardly in her palm. She twists the orb, and in front of us emerges a large blue circle that appears one-dimensional in this reality, but there are four dimensions within it. It looks like a passage of some sort, as it cracks and pops like it’s made of lightning. On the opposite side there appears to be another place, though its details are blurry. 
 
    The lady in my living room seems rather pleased with herself, motioning for me to step inside as she says, “I’d like to show you where Celestials live. It’s within the vivacity channel. All you have to do is step inside.” I know a reasonable person wouldn’t step inside a lightning tunnel, but I’ve longed for belonging my whole life. Always searching for answers to who I am and why I have abilities. So, I decide to listen to my intuition, and trust that Elizabeth will return me to my mom, who needs me. 
 
    I feel a tingling on my skin, like intense static electricity, as I step in the narrow, blue sparking tunnel. Once my whole body is through, I’m quickly transported into another world that looks like it was designed for the pages of a fairytale. I inhale sharply, closing my eyes in disbelief, unsure if I’m awake or dreaming.  
 
    Elizabeth cockily smirks. “This is Verve, the Celestial City. Take a look around, this will be your home once you’ve graduated.”  
 
    The first thing that catches my eye about the city is the crystal blue and peach sky surrounding us. The upper region holds large puffy purple clouds with blue lightning shooting down into glass and metal flowers throughout the city. Verve’s ground is covered in glass stones with clear flower boxes filled with green plants and pink, purple and yellow flowers. There are glass and metal pods organically placed all over the city. Each pod is naturalistic in design, in shapes of trees, flowers, and mountains, though the glass and metal make it seem more futuristic than naturalistic. The whole city buzzes with electricity and the air smells of rain and flowers. I feel a breeze, making me blush as I feel my small shower robe blow in the wind. 
 
    Elizabeth smugly asks, “Are you ready to listen now, Lili Araica?" I try to regain my composure, listening as she continues to speak. “You are a Celestial. Number 555 to be exact, and it is your duty to protect the earth from evil. It’s mandatory that you attend our Celestial training school shortly after your fifteenth birthday, before your abilities manifest when you turn sixteen. Do you understand?”  
 
    I stumble for the right words to say. “Abilities on my sixteenth birthday?”  
 
    Liz responds in a steady voice. “Yes. That will be explained at school. You’ve nothing to worry about. Celestials don’t receive abilities until their sixteenth birthday. Our abilities are derived from energy, which gives all living things life and powers our city. As Celestials, we’re able to manipulate all earth energy. Cognosco will teach you how.”  
 
    With a thousand thoughts stumbling into each other in my head, I take a deep breath, nervous to let Elizabeth know I already possess abilities. “Has anyone ever had abilities before sixteen?”  
 
    Voice laced with suspicion, Elizabeth slowly answers my question, “Original Celestials were created with their powers intact. But ever since new Celestials started being created, they’ve never gotten powers before the age of sixteen.” Elizabeth pauses, as if she’s nervous to continue. “If there was a Celestial with powers before sixteen, that would be very worrisome and dangerous for our species. There would be an investigation and a determination if the Celestial is evil.”  
 
    I shove the panic deep down inside as I respond in a feigned innocence. “Copy that. I was just curious.” Elizabeth stares at me for an uncomfortably long time, then she begins to search for something in her pocket. Not wanting to make eye contact with her, I aimlessly look around the Celestial City, until my eyes land on a large dark figure lurking about a hundred feet to my left. My body feels cold and my muscles tense, making me close my eyes in hope that the shadowy figure is only in my imagination. When I open them, the shadow is gone, but my hands continue to shake in fear.  
 
    I hear Elizabeth calling to me, so I shake off the feeling of dread and turn toward her as she asks, “Ready?”  
 
    I nod and grab her arm as she transports me back to my home and to a life that will never be the same. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili – Searching 
 
      
 
      
 
    With my departure for Celestial School only days away, I walk through downtown Austin in search of a psychic shop I first discovered when I was thirteen. Mrs. Marlowe, the owner, is like a second mother to me and has been searching for books on Celestial ever since I told her about my birthday visit from Elizabeth.  
 
    Downtown Austin is a unique city. The old Southern buildings I walk past are hidden from view by the large skyscrapers around them. It’s a large city, but a fresh woodsy smell is in the air, filling me with comfort as I walk by colorful marquees and brick buildings.  
 
     I try to avoid places with crowds, preferring to isolate myself from the overwhelming power of my abilities, but after finding out Mrs. Marlowe found a book on Celestial, I had to venture to her shop on a Saturday.  
 
    The city’s crowds feel overwhelming to my senses, like a weight pushing me down. My emotions are rarely mine, always feeling others’ pain and joy, like being on a rollercoaster. There’s a group of three girls walking ahead of me. They feel joy, with a sense of belonging and love for each other that makes me long for the same. I’ve always wished to find my type of people—to be a part of a group and have meaningful relationships. I’m unsure of where I belong, or who I am. Maybe I’ll find answers at Cognosco, or maybe not. Maybe I developed abilities early because there’s something wrong. Something off. Maybe I’ll be exposed as evil. 
 
    As I get closer to the shop, I turn a street corner too quickly and smack into a twenty-something, thin girl that reminds me of a squirrel, with her hair styled in a poof on top her head. We both land on the wet and dirty ground. Overwhelmed by her devastated emotions, I look up and find a tear-stained face staring down at me.  
 
    She hoarsely whispers, “I’m so sorry.” Then she begins to run away. My instinct yells at me to chase her, to comfort her, but instead I just stare after her, disgusted with my lack of action. I slowly pick myself up off the ground and continue to walk until I reach Mrs. Marlowe’s shop. As I open the creaky orange door, I once again think of the sad girl on the street, cursing myself for not helping her. 
 
     I found Mrs. Marlowe’s shop years ago. I had begun walking here for no reason, like the shop was calling to me. There are light oak wood panels on every wall, with colorful stones in wooden baskets, colorful candles everywhere, and pendants and herbs on every countertop. The shop reminds me of what a medicine shop would have looked like in the 1800s.  
 
    In the back of the shop I see a familiar face staring at me with a warm smile I so desperately need. Mrs. Marlowe has long blonde hair and is in her early fifties. Her age is evident in her body, but her soft melodic voice is ageless. “Lili, I’ve been waiting for you. Why such a down-rotten mood?” Mrs. Marlowe is a psychic and can pick up on others’ emotions like I can, but not as potent.  
 
    I stumble to find my words, not wanting to discuss the girl outside. “I just get overwhelmed in crowds is all.”  
 
    Mrs. Marlowe looks at me knowingly. “Once you understand your purpose in life, you’ll know what to do and will stop doubting yourself so much.”  
 
    I shrug, trying to change the subject. “Where’s the Celestial book you found? Anything interesting?” 
 
    Mrs. Marlowe purses her lips as she walks around a large bronze elephant statue and stands in front of me. She extends her arms and wraps them around me in a loving hug that makes me feel warm. Mrs. Marlowe smells of lavender and candle wax, which fills me with a calm that is foreign to me. She pulls back from our hug with a mischievous look on her face. “An interesting book arrived. It took me a while to find, but it’s rumored to be written by a very old Celestial. Let me get it.”  
 
    I feel my dread lessen as I follow Mrs. Marlowe to a waist-high purple safe with a keypad. She quickly enters the code, and the locked safe opens with a slow creaking sound expected  from a scary movie.  
 
    The safe holds leather-bound books and crystals stacked to the brim. Mrs. Marlowe searches inside and pulls out a gold cloth-wrapped book. She looks around the shop suspiciously, ensuring no one is watching before she places the book down on the glass countertop. Mrs. Marlowe slowly unwraps it to reveal a dark leather cover with gold shimmery writing in a language I don’t understand.  
 
    She flips through the book’s thin, almost translucent pages until she stops and points at a page. “I imagine it’s full of information on Celestials, but I’ve only been able to translate a couple of pages so far. This page references dark and light energy and a mistake made when separating the two. The author says that the separation created a longing for power within the Celestial and human races.”  
 
    I stare at the page long and hard, hoping for it to magically translate before my eyes giving me insight into my heritage. Unfortunately, nothing happens, and I just look like an illiterate idiot.  
 
    I give up, turning my attention to Mrs. Marlowe. “Who wrote the book?”  
 
    She hesitates before answering, “I’ve no idea. There’s a drawing in here of every important event in history. It seems like it’s a journal more than anything.” 
 
    Searching for anything to help me understand why I got abilities early, I ask, “Does it say anything about new Celestials and abilities?” 
 
    “I’m sure it does, but I haven’t been able to translate that yet. The spirits are helping me translate it, but they’re being slow and difficult.”  
 
    A sudden shift in energy alerts Mrs. Marlowe and me that a spirit is with us. Mrs. Marlowe looks into the abyss, and then we both hear a young female voice say, “Check page 23. It contains what you need.”  
 
    I turn to the page quickly, thankful for the helpful spirit. The spirit continues speaking. “It says all things in the universe are made of energy, and darkness and light fight to control it.” I feel the spirit move closer to me, like her words are meant only for me. “Lili, you were sent down to help destroy the Darkness, but be careful of those who mean you harm. You’re important. Don’t divulge the strength of your abilities. There was once another.” The spirit abruptly stops then shrieks, “Someone is watching us!” And with that, she vanishes.”  
 
    Mrs. Marlowe’s face contorts as her head moves toward the front of the store. She whispers, “Lili, hide right there.”  
 
    My breath catches as I duck down behind the counter. Mrs. Marlowe chases our watcher with gusto while I hide. I feel ashamed to hide like a frightened cat, but being a hero isn’t in my DNA. 
 
    Mrs. Marlowe returns out of breath. With a wobbly voice, she says, “It was a guy. I couldn’t catch him; he didn’t move like he was human. Be careful, Lili. I’m not sure what’s happening, but you need to have your guard up until you figure it out.”


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Time for action 
 
      
 
      
 
       As I walk back from the Vivacity Channel Station, I can barely catch my breath. I know I shouldn’t have gone looking for Lili before her first day of school, but I’ve never been known for my patience. Curiosity got the better of me, making me break protocol and locate her. I could track her easily, and found her in a demented medium’s shop full of playthings and trinkets.  
 
    I’ve always known I was dark, constantly feeling rage, lust, and envy coursing through me. I assume I’ve always been this way, but it’s hard to be certain. On my sixteenth birthday, I lost all the past memories of my human life. There are now blank spots full of emotions I don’t understand where their used to memories. It’s customary of all Celestials to protect us from darkness’s corruption, but of course I know this to be false because if it had any truth, I wouldn’t be full of sin; unable to stop my darkness from spreading. 
 
    The lies behind the memory eradication have always troubled me, filling me with questions I’m not sure I want the answers to. Even if I were to discover the procedure was for nefarious reasons, would it matter? I’m dark, not good like her.  
 
    Lili is pure, complete, good perfection wrapped in a perfect bow, which is why she’s destined to kill me. She’s the exact opposite of me in every way. For everything good in the world there’s an equal bad. Lili is of course rainbows, ponies, and butterflies. And me, well, I’m the disgusting black tar that stains the earth, and there’s no changing it.  
 
    The more I think of Lili, the more hate I feel. I despise everything that’s pure and angelic in this world. Good Celestials never understand the troubles, or the reasons behind the darkness. They were born with purity and benevolence. It’s no wonder they can’t relate to those of us that have no choice but to succumb to the constant twists and pulls of the darkness. They hold themselves in higher regard, like we are pimples on their perfect faces, messing up their prom photos. I’m positive Lili will be the same. She’s gorgeous and good, and I’m sure the hardest day of her life was somehow related to her hair.  
 
    With hate pouring from me, I enter Cognosco, using my energy to swing the school’s heavy doors swiftly open. Gwyneth, who must have been waiting for my return, immediately greets me. She quickly jumps in my arms and kisses me with a sinfulness that only Gwyneth can muster. She’s model-pretty, with long blonde hair, crystal blue eyes and a rail thin body, but something is missing between us. An unknown part that stops me feeling for her. Maybe it has to do with my darkness and my inability to love.  
 
    Gwyneth stops kissing me and pulls her full lips to my ear in a whisper. “Where have you been? I’ve been missing you.”  
 
    I quickly lie to her, without a trace of guilt. “I went out. I wanted to watch the humans in town. Play with them a little bit.” Gwyneth laughs wickedly, a large sneer across her face. I don’t return her wicked smile, never feeling the need to appease others. I lift a plastic bag up in the air as I add, “I also bought some human whiskey. Might be fun.”  
 
    Gwyneth grabs my hand and pulls me down the hall. “Easton, you’re ruthless, always making trouble. Maybe next time I can go with you.” Gwyneth is full of darkness, like me. Though unlike me, she thinks our relationship is perfect and dreams of sitting on a throne made of human skulls with fire and brimstone and every other cliché imaginable. I don’t judge her. I just don’t dream for those things. I honestly don’t dream at all. Outside of my mission to stop Lili, I feel lost, unsure of my path.  
 
    We stop outside a dorm door that I know as Miles’s room. Miles and I became close after my sixteenth birthday. He’s the closest thing to a friend I have. Gwyneth doesn’t knock and bursts into his room, sending a loud bang down the hall as the door hits the wall.  
 
    Miles’s room is a disaster, full of boxes with stuff laid out everywhere. Behind his door there’s a fist sized hole from one of his many angry tirades. He is sitting on the couch with Lela, his girlfriend (for lack of a better word), lustfully kissing. He abruptly stops mid-pucker and lifts her off of him as he stands up and heads in our direction, yelling in an agitated state. “Ever heard of knocking? What’s in the bag?”  
 
    I hold it firmly in my hand. “This bag? Ask nicely, and I’ll let you know.”  
 
    Miles’s face turns aggressive as he reaches toward me in an attempt to take the bottle. I easily wrap my energy around him and pin him in the air. Letting him know who is the strongest in the room.  
 
    He struggles for a minute then concedes. “Okay. Okay. Let me down.”  
 
    I reply, “Not until you say it.” He struggles to free himself again, and then softly whispers so no one can hear him. I shake my head, squeezing him with my energy. “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    Again, he stubbornly concedes, yelling, “Fine! You’ve got balls of steel.”  
 
    I let him down, grinning. Miles and I have been challenging each other all summer and came up with a new saying anytime one of us beats the other. Though, Miles never beats me.  
 
    I playfully respond, “You bet I do.”  
 
    Gwyneth rolls her eyes, grabbing the whiskey bottle and heading to Miles’s scratched and abused wooden desk to open it. She takes a drink directly from the bottle and says, “Here’s to a new school year, and new Celestials to harass.” 
 
    The mention of new Celestials reminds me of the plan for Lili and the difficulty I’ll face getting her to connect with me. I take a large drink from the bottle, trying to forget my troubles as I pass it to Miles. Though I hate all good Celestials, for a minute I wish I could be one, so I could feel what it’s like to be free from the evil that controls me. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Change


 
   
 
  


 Lili – Dreaming 
 
      
 
      
 
     My arms and legs are confined with heavily fortified chains that glisten, even though light doesn’t shine at all in the drab room. As I lay on the cold stone slab in the middle of the room, I look up at hundreds of stone hands pushing through the wall, reaching for something. The name Mary sways in the air in a barely audible whisper, so faint I question if it exists only in my mind. The small room is filled with tan amber specked stones closely stacked on top of one another. Unremarkable at first, but the longer I stare at each stone, the more intricate each piece feels. 
 
    I pull against my restraints—ignoring the sharp pain shooting from my swollen wrists and fingers. The chains are impenetrable to my powers and unyielding to my attempts to break free. My body's discomfort is paralleled by my mind's torment—going over and over all the mistakes I made to end up here. I trusted too readily and left myself vulnerable to attack. 
 
    I hear the heavy clanging of a small metal door, too heavy for its frame. It swings open, revealing two all-encompassing shadows as they enter the now too cramped room. The shadows hover over me, trying to make me feel smaller than I really am. The hairs on my arms stand at attention as a sinking feeling circles deep in my stomach, reminding me of the sensation I feel when I watch the news with my mom. The shadows smell of ash after a long fire. They move around me like snakes ready to strike their prey. They are dark in appearance, with unformed faces without distinguishing features. It's like their identities don't matter, just their willingness to destroy everything good in the world, sending a chill down my spine.  
 
    They've been playing games with me from the moment I stepped into the school, though my newfound knowledge is too little, too late. I wish I had discovered who I am earlier, so I could have been better prepared for their attack. The darker of the two grabs me tightly. I feel the blood drain from my arm as I focus on his clenched knuckles.  
 
    Its voice circles around the room. “You threaten the survival of our species. Everything we've worked for."  
 
    I hide my fear, responding with a steady voice. "You only want to destroy. You’re unable to feel, to understand what’s important.” 
 
    Unmoved by my reply, it begins to dump darkness and despair deep within my soul, suffocating my energy. I struggle within to combat its damage, feeling an aching throb as my body wiggles in pain.  
 
    The leader's voice enters my mind, each word cutting my inner light until it's raw. "It will consume you regardless."  
 
    Another Celestial enters the room with a translucent circular helmet in his hand. He promptly places the thing on my head. It conforms and tightens while he speaks, “You will forget everything and everyone that you loved. The memories of your human life will disappear, as though they never happened."  
 
    Horrible. Loveless. Disgusting creatures without souls. These are the words I want to say, but don't.  
 
    The stone room shakes violently in response to a loud explosion outside. My captors' energy is flooded with worry, as another explosion happens inside the room, knocking a hole in the once sturdy stonewall. Rocks, dust, and amber go shooting across the room, temporarily knocking out my captors. With my ears ringing, I try to seize the moment and struggle against my chains again, hoping for my powers to break free.  
 
    Easton enters my room, and I feel less alone and more powerful than before. He looks at me with love, making my energy long for his. His deep eyes connect with mine, healing a hole in my soul I didn't know existed until this moment. My energy moves toward him, finding the power to escape, but I swiftly pull it back, scared he will betray me again. 
 
     He leans over me, brushing my hair from my face in a familiar motion as he says, "I looked for you everywhere, then I felt your panic and came as quickly as I could."  
 
    I feel conflicted by his touch as my heart and mind fight each other for control. I desperately want to trust him, making my voice softer than it should be. “I’m glad to see you." I lift my restraints. "Can you help me with these?" I see motion behind him as the two dark shadows begin to rise up from the ground. Fear for his safety squashes my recent betrayal as I desperately try to warn him. "Easton, behind you!"  
 
    He quickly shifts his focus from me to the two shadowed figures, barely blocking their energy surge in time. I feel powerless as I watch. Unable to break free from my restraints, I’m cursed to watch another person I love die.  
 
    The two dark figures separate, flanking him from opposite sides while firing massive amounts of energy, creating large bright blue energy bolts throughout the room that block my vision. I move against my restraints as I try to find Easton in the battle. I finally locate him in the corner of the room. Easton blocks one energy surge, putting all his energy against the lightning and pushing it back into the darkness, but the second dark shadow comes out of nowhere and strikes Easton where he stands. It hits him hard in the chest, sending him flying into my slab and sending shock waves through the room. 
 
     Shock. Love. Pain and anger play out inside me as I see Easton's energy leave his body, bequeathing to me one last thing, meant only for my ears. “Your full strength is already inside you, and it is endless. I love you.” Easton's words linger for only a second, then come crashing down with his body. His death opens a wound the Darkness can exploit as my soul fills with sorrow so deep I begin to drown in it. I no longer try to block their attempts to corrupt me and let them in, willingly. My pain transforms into nirvana, and my mind expands into an endless abyss unable to remember my human life. No more pain, regret, humor, heartache, or lost love. Just nothingness. The fortified chains holding me crumble along with the building around me until all I see is black. 
 
      
 
    I wake in the middle of the night, unable to see anything but shadows in my room. I turn on my bedside Yoda light, happy to have the power to combat the darkness with a simple click of a switch. If only everything were so simple. 
 
    I feel cold and clammy, with shaky hands that remind me of the chains within my dream. My mind is endlessly circling around the unknown within my vision, trying to figure out how I can prevent it. Why did I hear the name “Mary”? Who is Easton, and why did my energy react to his so strongly? And why did the Darkness capture me and try to erase my memories?  
 
    I’ve had dreams of the future my entire life, but they’ve mostly been about God and natural disasters—things I can’t change. This is the second prophetic dream I’ve had where I can actually prevent someone’s death. I failed my father, but maybe I can save Easton.  
 
    I'm usually self-aware when dreaming, but tonight was different. I was so immersed that I was unable to tell the difference between reality and the dream world. I've never felt fear like that before and don't want to relive it. I have to stop it any way I can.


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Mom Zone 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake slowly with a mixture of excitement and fear. After my predictive dream, I slept horribly, tossing and turning and watching my Yoda clock click closer and closer to my departure time. In about an hour, my school escort will arrive, and everything will change.  
 
    I soak in the comfort of my room, remembering the safety and trauma I’ve experienced here. The walls are neutral beige, which complements my beige chair with lusterless silver studs that are worn out from my fingers rubbing them dull. I like the serenity my room brings, an escape for me from the chaos I feel in my daily life. The only distinctive aspect of my room is the random Star Wars memorabilia and pictures I’ve collected with my dad. I wonder if anyone will ever understand them the way he did.  
 
    My morning serenity is gone as quickly as it came, as my mom  bursts through my bedroom door yelling in a voice that echoes down the hall. "Buenos dias, mija. Time to rise and meet the day." She comes and sits on my bed, moving my hair away from my face with her long perfectly manicured nails. My mom is in her late thirties and hot. She has a button nose and movie star eyes. Guys flirt with her everywhere we go, and she loves the attention.  
 
    My Mom’s sweet tone sharply contrasts her biting words. "You look like a mess! I should've forced you to get your hair done before leaving. It looks like una vieja loca." My mom has always been obsessed with aesthetics. She wants everything styled to her liking, whether it’s our house décor or my physical appearance, always seeing me as a project she has to fix. Trying to mold me, like a girl dressing her doll.  
 
    "Mom, my hair's fine. I'm going to wear it up anyway." I've always longed for my mother's approval, but I’ve given up after years of not receiving it. I perpetually feel like she wishes I were more like her and less like me.  
 
    "I'll curl it. You have a chance to reinvent yourself. New school full of possibilities.” My mom pauses, holding back what she really wants to say. “You’ll look perfect when I'm finished, don’t worry." She walks over to my vanity and plugs in my curling iron. "Lili, come. Take a seat." 
 
     I reluctantly shuffle to my vanity, last night's lack of sleep taking its effect on my appearance. My face looks like a haunted version of itself, like I haven’t slept for two days watching The Exorcist on repeat.  
 
    My mom pops her head on my shoulder, unhappily staring at my face in the mirror’s reflection as she talks to me. "I heard you making noises in your sleep last night. Another bad dream?”  
 
    "I’m okay, just first day jitters. No need to worry.” I wish I could open up to her—to let her know what I’m going through, but every time the urge comes, I push it back down.  
 
    My mom stares at my face in a knowing way. "You have nothing to worry about, Lili. You're smart, gorgeous, and witty. You'll have everyone in the school eating out of your hand." Her confidence in me brings warmth to my energy as I beam. "See. You're so pretty. When you smile it feels like the whole room lights up."  
 
    She puts the curling iron down as she begins hiding the bags under my eyes. Goodbye exorcist allure. She messes with my face, trying to hide my flaws underneath pounds of make-up. If “zombie going to prom” was what she was shooting for, then she nailed it.  
 
    I sit motionless for as long as I can before I say, “Okay, Mom. I've got to get dressed before my school escort arrives.” My new school sends a chaperon to drive every new student to campus. They’re supposed to be our mentors, helping us get accustomed to our new world. All I know about my escort is he’s a Celestial named Sebastian. 
 
    "I know, mija. One last finishing touch. Let me just get you that dress I bought for you last week.” I grin back at her with fear in my eyes. She and I have completely different tastes. I like to be in loose outfits that hide my body, and she likes to flaunt what she's got.  
 
    My mom returns to my room handing me a tight-fitting red dress that flares out at the waist. The dress contours to my body, exposing parts of me I’d rather have hidden. I plaster a smile on my face, not wanting to hurt her feelings as I put the dress on. I guess it would be considered flattering on me to most people's standards, but I like to blend into the background and remain unseen by minds I can read. 
 
     My mom’s eyes light up as she takes her masterpiece in. "Lili, you look gorgeous! I wish you would put this much time into your appearance every day."  
 
    I sarcastically reply, "If only every day were thirty-six hours.”  
 
    My mom rolls her eyes at me then takes another long glance, filled with a thousand unsaid things I wish she could express. As my pickup time for school approaches, I feel her energy turn gloomy and sad as her thoughts turn to my father. "Your dad is looking down from Heaven with a smile on his face. He would be so proud of you. Going to a prestigious private school with a 100% college acceptance rate. He’d tell everyone on the block. You know how he was" 
 
    I just wish my mom was impressed with me as I am, not a lie about the school I’m going to. "Thanks, Mom. I should have worn my hair like Princess Leia, then he’d really be proud.” My mom shakes her head at my Star Wars reference. It was always me and my dad’s thing. She never got it, and now it just makes her sad.  
 
    I feel bad for having said anything, as my mom solemnly says, "That's enough of that. I want to make sure you get a good meal before leaving. Hurry downstairs before everything gets cold." She rushes out of my room as she wipes her eyes, trying to stop the tears from falling.  
 
    I quietly respond to her, even though she's too far away to hear. "I love you too." 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Farewell to Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Breakfast is uncharacteristically quiet, with my mom and me deep in our own thoughts. The doorbell rings, startling us both and making my mom jump and almost drop her coffee cup.  
 
    I stand up and rush to the door, excited to meet another Celestial. "I'll get it, Mom." I try to collect myself before pulling the door open so I do it at a normal pace. Standing before me, I see a fashionable Celestial in his late teens, with smooth cinnamon skin, glowing pink highlights across his cheeks, and playful honey eyes.  
 
    He extends his hand and introduces himself with spirit. "Hello, Lili. I’m Sebastian. I’ll be taking you to school. It’ll be a grand time full of extraordinary things." He winks at me then proceeds to move towards my mom. I'm a ball of nerves as I anticipate Mom's reaction to Sebastian. He's interesting, in an offbeat kind of way, which intrigues me and typically irritates her. "Hi, Ms. Araica, I'm Sebastian. I'm going to be taking care of Lili throughout her stay at school. Don't you worry about a thing. I've got it handled. Lots of boys and books and grades. Gotta think about those grades." A grin creeps up on me unexpectedly. What a weird choice for a school advisor. I wonder if all Celestials are like Sebastian.  
 
    My mom leers as she gives Sebastian a once over. She seems alarmed by his weird tone and ensemble choice, a dark navy-blue pants suit and a flamboyant silk shirt with bright colored paintings on it. My mom sarcastically responds to Sebastian, though her mockery is lost on him. “Yes, well who wouldn’t want a cartoon character looking after their child?"  
 
    Sebastian nods, winking at me as my mom heads back to our kitchen table. He follows Mom in fascination, like an animal in the zoo. His eyes explore our house, full of bright colors, family photos, and religious crosses on every wall.  
 
    The smell of breakfast must have caught his attention as he turns dramatically toward our kitchen table and says, "Breakfast time? I'd love to join." He moves to the table and sits down, helping himself. I decide to sit down next to Sebastian urging my mom to do the same. She reluctantly sits, turning her back to Sebastian as if he's not there, like a toddler just about to throw a temper tantrum.  
 
    Sebastian is unbothered by the fuss and takes a bite of eggs, then inquires, "Ms. Araica, I see crosses throughout your house, so I assume you're religious. What are your thoughts on good versus bad energy?" He looks at me as I widen my eyes in alarm.  
 
    His eyes light up mischievously in response, as my mom slowly answers Sebastian’s question. "Good is good and bad is bad. What else is there to know?"  
 
    Sebastian frowns, turning to me and asking, "What about you? Do you believe the same?"  
 
    “I’m unsure, but I guess you can't have good without bad, so they're dependent on each other to a degree.”  
 
    Sebastian looks directly at me without blinking, like he’s observing a new species. He then turns back to my mother and continues his interrogation. "Ms. Araica, tell me about Lili as a child. Was she a precocious rascal?" 
 
     My mom takes a long pause to debate whether to answer any more of Sebastian's questions. Luckily, her love of talking about me wins out. "She was the sweetest thing. Wouldn't hurt a fly.” She giggles then continues, “Literally, I once saw her talking to a spider as she carried it outside into the trees. She had such an imagination, always talking to her pretend friends.” She pats my head. “Thankfully, she grew out of all that. Though she still wouldn't step on a bug if you paid her."  
 
    Sebastian's face is twisted deep in thought as he seems to forget where he is and talks to himself aloud. "I see. She can communicate with energies."  
 
    My mom's eyes widen as she quickly replies to Sebastian's absurd comment. "She was a normal kid pretending to talk to things. No one said anything about ‘energies.’"  
 
    Sebastian quickly fixes his mistake. "That's what I meant." He then turns his stare my way, as if he's trying to see deep into my soul. I surprisingly hear his voice within my head. "Can you hear me?"  
 
    The voice sounds like Sebastian, so I look at him and answer within my mind. "Yes. I've never talked like this before to anyone living. Is this how Celestials communicate?" 
 
    “It’s a rare gift among Celestials.”  
 
    “Rare in what way?”  
 
    Sebastian squints his face before answering in my mind. “I believe rare is defined as not occurring often or in large quantity.” Great, I have a comedic Celestial as a mentor. 
 
    I see my mom staring at me. She tilts her head and asks, “Are you okay?”  
 
    I nod just as I disconnect from Sebastian and hear him speaking out loud. "Lili, it's about time to hit the road. I'll take your bag to the car. Come outside when you're ready." Sebastian grabs my bag and kisses my mom’s hand. “Gracias. Mucho gusto.” Then he quickly exits the house, leaving my mom and me alone to say our goodbyes.  
 
    A lot of memories come rushing through my mind. Some good and others complicated. But in this moment, I choose to focus on the good "I just want you to know, if you need anything, give me a call and I'll be there. Never let anyone make you feel small."  
 
    I shake my head in response as I begin to tear up. "I love you, Mom. Thank you for everything. I'll call you as much as I can."  
 
    She hugs me tight. "I'll see you during Christmas break. This isn't goodbye." I give my mom an extra squeeze as a chill runs down my spine, letting me know a spirit is watching.  
 
    A frightened female voice enters my mind saying, "You're not safe at the school. Don't trust anyone." Her energy vacates as quickly as it came, leaving an alarm ringing inside of me as I head to Cognosco. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Beginning


 
   
 
  


 Lili - On the Move  
 
      
 
      
 
    The car ride with Sebastian is terrifying. He swerves in and out of traffic like Godzilla is chasing us. He cuts across three lanes, almost hitting a large Ford truck and enraging the cowboy driver who yells with his hands raised in the air. The driver begins tailing us intent to run us off the road.  
 
    Sebastian peers in the rear-view mirror asking, “Why so angry, Bob?” Then he raises his hand in the truck’s direction, sending a force of energy to Bob’s truck. I turn in my seat, worried for the driver’s safety, but I’m surprised by a joyful and laughing Bob, who waves in our direction.  
 
    Sebastian waves back, smiling with satisfaction. “Bob was having a bad day. So I helped him have a better one.”  
 
    “Is it common to change human’s emotions?”  
 
    “Not common, but there’s no rules against it.” His answer worries me. I don’t think anyone should change someone’s emotions, no matter the reason. Sebastian stares at my reaction then asks, “I know your mom is religious, but what about you?” 
 
    I hesitate to answer questions about religion, always afraid to offend others. “Uh, the jury’s still out.” 
 
    “I think you’re the first Celestial I’ve ever met who doesn’t know if there’s a God.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, I just, I’m just unsure.” 
 
    We continue to drive through downtown Austin, with its unique mixture of forest green trees, tall glass buildings and brightly colored mom and pop shops. The streets are full of legions of people carrying on with their daily errands completely unaware of the extraordinary Celestial world hidden around them. I envy them—the joy of a simple life without worries of turning dark and dreams of the future.  
 
    Sebastian suddenly takes a sharp left across oncoming traffic, making my breath catch. I grab the car’s handle praying for this ride to end. We turn down a small gravel road surrounded by trees. The farther down the road we travel the more the environmental energy begins to change, like we've entered another plane of existence.  
 
    Sebastian points ahead. “The school is just through these trees; we are almost there.” 
 
    I spot Cognosco peeking through the leaves in front of us. A mixture of anxiety and excitement leaves me lightheaded as my jaw flies open. Cognosco is an ancient castle in the shape of flower petals, with an inner garden ward in its center. The castles walls are made of tan stones with golden specks that shine into the sky. Golden statues of Celestial men surround the exterior, and I have no idea of their names or stories, but I’m sure that will soon change. There are remarkable glowing flowers in golden planters that aren’t from this Earth, or at least the Earth I’m familiar with.  
 
    The Celestial school has me looking above the castle into the sky, searching for Angels singing and playing harps above me, but the empty skies bring me back to reality. My awe of the school ends abruptly when out of nowhere I feel my abilities tightened, like there’s a patchy wi-fi signal slowing down my range and speed. I can't fully access my energy, and the security blanket I've grown accustomed to for fifteen years is taken away. An image of darkness from last night's dream pops into my mind and fear overtakes my senses.  
 
     The slow-moving car gives me the perfect opportunity to make a run for it, so I open the door and jump out, hitting the gravel road with a thud. I wipe grit from my aching knees and begin to run towards the freeway and the life I used to have. I quickly lose track of my direction, stopping to gather my bearings. I feel lost, spinning in circles, unsure of which way to head. I can’t even run away correctly. To my horror I hear a loud noise above me in the trees. I look up, watching as the sturdy trees spread apart with ease as Sebastian floats down in front of me.  
 
    Before I can run again, Sebastian raises his hands and begins calmly talking to me, like he's cooing a wild animal. "It's okay, Lili. That's just a barrier at the school, so second and third-year Celestials can't use their abilities outside of classes. It's for your protection." His explanation is plausible, so I continue to listen to him, though I’m not sure if I want to be convinced or not. "You are currently safe; I promise you. Grab my hand, feel my truth." 
 
    I hesitantly do as he instructs and feel the protection radiating from him. I realize my energy reading abilities are still present, just with less power than before. Part of his energy is similar to mine, allowing me to understand him and believe what he says.  
 
    I ask for more information, not wanting to be caught off guard again. “There’s a barrier—is anything else different at the school?"  
 
    His voice remains calm as he says, "There are no spirits within the school, so you won't be able to talk to the dead. The barrier keeps them out." Sebastian grabs my hand and begins to walk me towards Cognosco again. I pull back, unsure if I want to follow him. His expression saddens as he warns me of the consequences of my actions. "Lili—you are a Celestial. Going to school is the only choice you have. It’s a Celestial law for all new Celestials to attend training. Right now, as far as anyone knows you are just a student, not a danger to anyone. If it was discovered you ran and had early abilities, they would hunt you down. Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes.” I feel the weight of his words hit like a grenade. If there’s no way to escape my destiny, then I’ll just have to stop it from happening. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - New Beginnings 
 
      
 
      
 
    The school's mahogany doors let out a soft creak as Sebastian and I enter. The interior of Cognosco transforms into large arches that climb 30 feet into the air, framing the grand entrance and the large walkways that flank the entrance. The ceiling has fluffy clouds in muted purple, pinks and blues that have lightning brewing inside of them. It reminds me of a jellyfish, in a weird sort of way. There are solid rectangular glass cases following the school’s walkways. Each case contains ancient artifacts and artwork fit for a museum.  
 
    The interior architecture isn’t the only thing that draws my attention. The Cognosco entrance is full of Celestials ranging in sizes and ethnicities. Everyone is young, including the professors in their golden robes.  
 
    Curious as to why that is, I ask Sebastian, “Are there any old people here?”  
 
    Sebastian responds as though he’s discussing the weather. “Celestials don’t age past sixteen, when we get our full abilities.  We are immortal.” 
 
    “Immortal—Like vampires?” 
 
    Sebastian picks a piece of egg from his tooth. “I suppose, except we don’t drink blood. What a nasty habit.” The revelation of my immortality should freak me out, but at this point it’s just another cherry on my already rich banana split. 
 
    This is the first time I can recall being in a room full of people without feeling a heavy weight overwhelming me. The harness on my abilities may have scared me when I first arrived, but at the moment I’m relieved to not feel like a freak amongst my peers.  
 
    Sebastian remains silent as we continue to walk through the school. Maybe he’s contemplating how to escort a crazy person without any more running incidents. We enter a long hall directly in front of us that seems endless. The walls are filled with large paintings that have 3-D effects to them so the images on the canvas are reaching out and drawing you in at the same time.  
 
    Sebastian stops walking, standing in front of a painting of two male Celestials fighting in a lightning filled sky. Sebastian points directly at one of the painted men. “All these painting tell of our history. This one is of Michael, he’s the head Celestial. God’s one and only.” 
 
    I move closer to the painting to get a good look. Michael is handsome and large, but his eyes are empty and his body posture almost fake. He reminds me of a duller version of The Rock. I then get a closer look at the other Celestial in the painting. His body is thick and chiseled like stone, but his face is filled with emotion and his eyes seem deep and wounded, drawing me in. The longer I stare at him, the more I feel connected to him.  
 
    I point at the unidentified Celestial and ask, “And who is this one?” 
 
    “That would be Adem. Humans tell stories of him, though most of them are fabricated. I believe they call him the Devil.” I’m shocked by this revelation, turning from the painting quickly. Sebastian notices and whispers in my ear, “Don’t worry. We all think he’s handsome. Plus, he’s not really the Devil per se.” Sebastian continues the tour speaking with excitement, "Lili, your room is up these stairs to the left."  
 
    We head towards a large glass wrap around staircase with floating spheres that run up the center. The circular structure makes it almost impossible for me to see what’s ahead of me as I cautiously ascend upward. I look up only seeing bits and pieces of people until I come around the corner and am facing a familiar face from my dream. I recognize Easton, my boyfriend from my premonition. He's just as perfect as he was in my dream, handsome with brown hair that shines like the moon and a stoic look that surprisingly causes my heart to race ahead, leaving me fumbling in its wake. He’s holding the arm of a gorgeous blonde, who shoots a hateful glare in my direction, making me shift my eyes away from Easton as quickly as I can. However, our eyes unintentionally connect, spinning me into another vision. 
 
     Easton and I are kissing in the darkened halls of the school. His hands are cupping my face, and I’m falling in love with him. His touch sparks on my skin, amplifying my energy with his in an undeniable chemistry that neither of us can ignore.  
 
    My vision ends suddenly, and I return to reality where I’m currently laying face first on the stairs with a pounding headache. I see a group of Celestials standing around me with Easton's blonde girlfriend laughing at my embarrassment. I fear my stumble may make me an outcast again like at my old school, where I sat alone during lunch and read about people I could never meet, playing out pretend conversations in my head.  
 
    An embarrassed flush covers my face, doubtlessly making me look like a lobster ready to eat. Sebastian begins to help me up, then I see another hand reach for me through the crowd of onlookers. Once it touches me a surge of vigor moves through my body, defying the energy barriers the school has in place. I know the hand is Easton's without looking, and I allow him to assist me. I try to keep my eyes down, afraid to connect with him further. I feel like a bird with a broken wing. 
 
    He speaks, calling me to answer. "You okay?"  
 
    I feel a familiarity that I can’t explain. "Yes. I just, I had a… Thank you for the help.” 
 
    I begin to look up at Easton, unable to resist my urge to see him again, but I am interrupted by an overly worried Sebastian. "Let's just get you to your room before anything else happens.” I feel irritation shooting from Easton's energy, which isn't muffled like everyone else around me.  
 
    Sebastian grabs my arm and slowly helps me up the stairs like I'm an old lady without her walker. I try to tell him to stop with a death stare he doesn’t understand. Doesn’t he know I have to pretend I didn’t just collapse for no reason so everyone will stop staring at me? I look in front of me and see the girl Easton was hanging on earlier. She is giving me a demented look, and I know this will undoubtedly give me trouble later.  
 
    I try to ignore her, turning my attention back to Sebastian. "Sebastian, what’s up with the guy who helped me?” I know Easton's name from my dream, but besides that, he's basically a stranger.  
 
    Sebastian's face tells me he knows Easton well. "That's Easton. He's a second-year and interesting just like you." He notices the blonde girl's deadly stare and adds, "He's pretty popular with all the Celestial ladies.”  
 
    Interesting? I glance at Easton again, which causes my skin to prickle like a porcupine as I talk to myself aloud, forgetting all about Sebastian. "I wish he wasn't so cute in person."  
 
    Sebastian's eyebrows arch as he giggles and playfully shakes his head. "Don't we all... Plenty of time for him later. Let's get you all set up in your dorm room."  
 
    We turn the corner, and I swear I can still feel Easton's gaze following me. 
 
   


 
  


 Easton - Post Sight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gwyneth bounces through the school’s halls while I reluctantly follow behind her. She waves and smiles to Celestials we pass like she’s making a bid for president. I try to slow my beating heart, which is still reeling from my encounter with Lili. I felt a bolt of electricity shoot through my body when our skin connected, and I can’t stop replaying the moment over and over in my mind. I swear a part of her energy entered mine, filling me with light and feelings I’ve never experience before. 
 
    Gwyneth’s light gait turns heavy once we finally arrive at my dorm room. She turns towards me, giving me a dirty look before she enters. She’s obviously irritated, but I truthfully don’t care. My lack of concern is nothing new. I don’t know if it’s a character flaw, or a side effect of being dark.  
 
    As soon as I enter my room, Gwyneth grabs my shirt, making her voice penetrate the room with distaste. “What are you playing at? When do you help anyone?”  
 
    She’s right. I’m not known for my helping hand. “I don’t follow a rule book, Gwyneth. If I want to help, I’ll help.” I see her wheels turning behind her eyes as she desperately grabs me and begins kissing me. Gwyneth’s go-to is lust, and she uses it to get her way. Normally I’m all too happy to participate, but I’m not in the mood and over the mind games, so I pull back to break her kiss. This irritates Gwyneth even more. I should have ended things before Lili’s arrival, but Gwyneth’s presence helped keep my mind occupied. Darkness can be lonely and all consuming. “Gwyneth, you and I both know this isn’t working.” 
 
    Her normally alabaster skin turns red, making her look like a kettle about to burst, as her voice become shrill and tight. “We’re not working? Since when?”  
 
    I take a deep breath to prepare myself for a monster sized temper tantrum. “I’m not meant for a relationship. I told you that from the beginning. Don’t be surprised now.”  
 
    Gwyneth laughs hatefully as she grabs The Count of Monte Cristo from the top of a stack of books piled by my bed. “You don’t do relationships, but all these books you claim are about adventure are filled with love. You’re dark, we don’t do love. You’re just too stupid to realize it.”  
 
    “Fine, I’m stupid. Are we done now?”  
 
    “Yes, we’re done.” She drops the book to the floor. “Enjoy the new flavor of the week. Just know that none of them will give you what you’re searching for. You just lost the closest thing you’ll have to happiness.”  
 
    “You know me. Always obsessed with new and shiny.”  
 
    She twists her face with hate and slaps me across the jaw. Her hand hits hard, leaving a mark that I’m sure I deserve. “You’ll be back.” She then exits my room, closing the door behind her. I take a deep breath, trying to feel something—anything worth feeling—but nothing comes.  
 
    I hear a buzzing coming from my desk, and hurry to answer my gnosis. I know who’s calling and steady my thoughts before I answer. “I made contact.” 
 
    The Darkness responds with pleasure, “I heard. Try to make contact again as soon as you can.”  
 
    I abruptly respond, “I plan on it.”  
 
    “Keep me informed of her every move. We can’t allow her to gain her full powers. If she does, she will destroy you.” The Darkness always finds a way to mention my death in every conversation we have, which annoys me.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 New Home 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Dorm room happenings  
 
      
 
      
 
    After Sebastian departs, I begin putting my belongings away on my side of the room. I quickly realize that my mom added clothes to my suitcase, only keeping a couple of my pajama pieces and shirts I packed. Every new piece of clothing I remove from my suitcase screams, ‘LOOK AT ME,’ making me feel like a piece of cheese in a rat maze.  
 
    My new roommate hasn’t arrived yet, which gives me time to imagine what she’ll be like. Maybe she’ll be exactly like me, though I’m too neurotic to enjoy a carbon copy of myself. We’d end up driving each other nuts and feeding into each other’s anxieties, becoming shut-ins too afraid of our own shadows to leave the room.  
 
    I place the last piece of clothing away in my dresser, trying not to hurt the plants growing on top. My new bedroom doesn't have any similarity to my room at home. The ceiling is high, the walls grand, and there's a huge ancient tree growing in the center. The tree’s bark reminds me of wrinkled skin with waves and lines shifting directions in a non-sensical pattern made over time. There are three large branches that twist into the body of a couch full of fluffy cushions. The glass windows are expansive, letting excessive light into the room—as colors come and go on them freely. If I had to guess, I'd say a forest fairy queen and her modern DJ husband designed the room. I notice there's a piece of shiny glass and a clear credit card sitting on top of my new desk that looks like a tree stump with a large wooden top. There’s a translucent note on top of the tablet that reads: 
 
    
     Ms. Lili Ariaca: 
 
     This is Gnosis, your main source of knowledge while attending Cognosco. Gnosis contains all materials necessary to succeed at Cognosco and is connected to Verve, the Celestial City, where all our knowledge is stored.  
 
     All Celestials receive a credit card, which has no limit. Though money is not needed in Verve, this allows Celestials to travel freely in the human world without issue. Please use it to pay for anything you need. 
 
     Gnosis Operation Instructions: 
 
     Gnosis is specifically designed to respond to each student’s individual fingerprint and energy. Gnosis takes the form of someone important to you, in order to directly connect to your energy. Place your bare finger to the Gnosis and it will activate. Once activated, Gnosis responds to verbal or mental demands.  
 
     Gnosis Demands to use on first day: 
 
     Say or think “See schedule” 
 
     Say or think “Study spirit celestial origins” 
 
     I look forward to meeting you in the Grand Hall for your first day of orientation at one pm sharp. 
 
     Sincerely, 
 
     Wayward - 1st of his kind 
 
   
 
      
 
    I stare at the Gnosis for a couple of minutes before grabbing it. It looks like a 5 by 7 piece of glass with a mermaid type glimmer to it. The edges are rounded, reminding me of a rubbed down ocean rock, sturdy and warn. My hands slightly shake as I press my fingertips to the screen and electric sparks shoot within the Gnosis, lighting the screen. 
 
    Alarmingly I hear a robust female voice within my head say, "Hi Lili—I've been waiting for you. You can call me Sax." Surprised by her voice, I drop my Gnosis on the hard, wooden floor. Sax is familiar to me, but I don’t know how or why and it’s unnerving. Sax’s voice re-enters my mind again. “Are you okay?”  
 
    I look at the Gnosis on the floor, taking a long beat before I pick it up again. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I can’t place how I know you.”  
 
    “Gnosis takes the form of someone familiar to you. Do I not feel familiar?” 
 
    “You do and don’t. I…well, I just expected it would be someone else.”  
 
    Sax softly asks, “Your father, perhaps?” 
 
    “It really doesn’t matter.” I brush away my forming tears before I continue. “I’m sorry for being rude, it’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Never apologize for showing your truth.” Sax’s comment reminds me of my Abuela, and I’m taken back to talking to her spirit after she first passed away. I was in the back seat of my parents’ blue Astro van and we were on our way to see my Abuela at her nursing home. I remember feeling a familiar energy enter the back seat, then I looked over and saw my Abuela sitting next to me. I can’t remember her exact words, but she urged me to be myself and stop trying to be what others wanted me to be. I was only five, but I remember telling my mom I had talked to her. It scared her, and she shut the conversation down quickly.  
 
    Sax’s voice pulls me back as I hear her say, “Your school orientation is approaching. I’m going to pull up your schedule.” My itinerary flashes on the screen. 
 
      
 
    
     Orientation Day: 
 
     8am - Advisor led arrivals for new Celestials 
 
     1pm - Cognosco Orientation 
 
     3pm - Meet new Celestial student mentors 
 
     8pm - Curfew 
 
       
 
     Class Schedule [Sunday - Thursday] 
 
     8am - History of Celestials (Check class itinerary for required reading before start of class.) 
 
     10am - Fundamentals of Empaths 
 
     12pm - Lunch 
 
     1pm - Channeling Biologicals 
 
     3pm - Energy Manipulation 
 
     5pm - Dinner 
 
     6pm - Free Time 
 
     8pm - Curfew 
 
     (All training classes have an assessment in October.)  
 
   
 
      
 
    I hear a loud bang outside my room right before my bedroom door flies open. A tall redhead with a mischievous look enters the room with a frazzled Celestial trailing behind her. The redhead carries a large stack of books in her hands, reminding me of the leaning tower of Pisa. 
 
    The playful redhead loudly shouts at the frazzled Celestial, “So, this is the room I’ve heard nothing about? Nice tree, that would have been a great detail to share with me, Amber.” The redhead looks around the room with masked excitement, finally landing on me. Her tone quickly lightens as she says, “You must be my new roommate. I’m Nora.” Nora sticks her hand out to shake mine, forgetting about the books piled high in her hands. They fall in dramatic fashion, causing a loud crashing noise that has to be heard through the entire school. Nora continues to talk, as though nothing happened. “This is Amber, she’s my advisor—whatever that means.” I acknowledge Amber with a nod as Nora starts kicking her books into a pile and shouting instructions at her. “Put my suitcase there, please. Thanks for the help. I’ve got it from here.” Amber’s face looks shell-shocked as Nora herds her towards the door, slamming it behind Amber without saying a word. Nora takes an irritated breath. “She was a drag, no humor whatsoever. She walked around the school with her hand held high signaling what direction we were headed in with her finger. She’s a complete Norma.” I suddenly feel grateful to have had Sebastian as my guide.  
 
    Nora’s body begins to tense as Sax’s voice enters my head. “Maybe you should say hi.” Oh no. I haven’t said a single word. I quickly try to change my ‘on the brink of a meltdown’ face into a joyful expression, proving to Nora that I’m not an unsocial mute like Amber. 
 
    “I’m Lili. It’s nice to meet you… Was her name Amber or Norma?” All the tension in Nora’s body releases. She sits on the couch with her legs spread wide, piling her books into a more uniformed stack on the floor.  
 
    Nora’s playful, Atlantic-blue eyes remind me of the sea, wild and unpredictable. “Well, her name is Amber, but anyone without a sense of humor or a mind of their own I call Norma or Norm.” 
 
    I’m taken back by her explanation. “Norma or Norm. Did you come up with that?” 
 
    “Yea, I grew up in a town where everyone acted the same and said the same things. Anything out of the box was considered bad, and I’m so out of the box I’m a circle.” Nora grabs one of her many books from the floor, rubbing it in her hands like a prized possession. “I love books, always have. I can read all day, getting lost in others’ discoveries.” She places the book on her lap. “I’ve been studying everything I could about what we are and what we are going to be doing. There’s not much out there, but what I found was the stuff of fairy tales.” 
 
    “Really? Like vampires?”  
 
    Nora looks down at me as she responds. “From what I can gather, lots of fairytales are based on true stories and many of those involve Celestials. Where do you think Fairies were derived from?” Nora raises her eyebrows to exaggerate her point. “Do you read much?”  
 
    “I’m more of a fiction reader. I love a good adventure story.”  
 
    “The best adventures have a little romance in them. You see anyone here you’re into?  
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never really had the best luck in the love department. What about you?”  
 
    “There’s some possibilities. I just got out of a long-distance relationship with a girl from Los Angeles, so I’m hoping to find an in-person kind of thing.” Nora nervously looks at me, inspecting my response for prejudice. I smile as widely as possible, exposing too may teeth, and I’m afraid looking like a donkey.  
 
    Nora chuckles. “Okay, I get it. You can tone the grin back.” 
 
    I try to re-shape my mouth into a more natural shape. “Better?” 
 
    “It will have to do.” This time, I smile honestly. “What was your last relationship like? Anything juicy?”  
 
    I feel embarrassed by my lack of dating experience, but I answer her as honestly as possible. 
 
    “I’ve never really had a connection with anyone, but maybe it was due to me being a Celestial in a human’s world…or maybe not.” It’s hard to date when you can read thoughts. No fun being in a sixteen-year-old guy’s mind. It’s a freak show in there. 
 
    “Can’t be because of your looks, you’re gorgeous.” I feel her tense as she continues in a more rushed tone. “Don’t worry, I don’t mean that in a sexual way, more in an observational, scientific way.”  
 
    I wonder if Nora’s had issues with these kind of thoughts before. I wish I could say I’ve had lots of experience with gay friends, but I’ve never had a friend before, so I say, “Well, I’m happy to be your roommate and a part of your scientific observations.”  
 
    “Thanks. My situation at home and school wasn’t desirable. I lived in a small town, with closed minds. I figured if I could outthink them, then their dislike wouldn’t hurt as much.”  
 
    Nora’s home life has similarities to mine. “I didn’t have a lot of friends either. At least you got some action though—with your long distant girlfriend and all.”  
 
    Nora laughs as her words come pouring out. “Well, I don’t know if it’s considered action. We just talked a lot. Sometimes I would zone out or read a book while she yammered on.”  
 
    “How did you read and talk to her?” 
 
    “I just filled in the dead spaces with, ‘Yes, baby.’ I could sometimes read ten pages without having to say a thing.” I laugh out loud, happy for the distraction from my current worries. Nora choppily giggles too, adding, “Maybe I can find a girl who talks less.” Our laughter continues, creating my first ever feeling of belonging. 
 
    Our large window darkens abruptly, as a ten-minute timer appears and begins counting down. A calming monotone voice enters the room announcing, “Ten minutes until orientation. All students must head downstairs.”  
 
    I quickly grab a black dress from my clothes, praying it’s not too provocative. Nora grabs a pair of worn out jeans from her bag, turning to me and noticing my full ensemble for the first time. Her face fills with worry as she asks, “Do you think this thing’s going to be formal? I really only brought jeans and shirts.”  
 
    “My mom packed my bag. She thinks I should be dressed for the runway all day, every day”  
 
    Nora replies in a joking tone, “Well, you look amazing. You should prance through the room like you’re going to a ball. Well, not a ball really. Maybe a stripper joint?”  
 
    Nora’s joke makes me simultaneously giggle and blush. “Let’s head down. I hear Wayward is on the pole at one.” I put Sax in my desk and quickly head out the door with Nora on my side. I can’t help but grin as I realize this may be the beginning of my first friendship. 
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 Learning Celestial


 
   
 
  


 Lili - 1pm Meeting  
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting is packed with every Celestial in the school, and their close proximity to each other causes a weird buzzing in my head. Normally large groups are a non-starter for me, causing too many competing emotions within my head, but the school’s barrier seems to be muting other’s emotions, and I’m grateful for the relief.  
 
    I walk quickly, trying to find a spot where I can remain unseen. I luckily locate two empty seats in the back of the Grand Hall and quickly sit down, signaling Nora to join me. Unfortunately, Nora doesn’t echo my mentality and remains standing as she looks around the room. She focuses on three empty chairs in the front of the hall. “I found rockstar seating front and center and next to a gorgeous blonde.” I stare at the seats, then back to her with hesitation as she continues to plead her case. “With that outfit we have to at least walk the room.” I blush at the thought. “Lili, you only live once. Who cares what anyone thinks of you. Let’s go!” Nora begins to move without mercy, shoving her way to the empty seats like a line-backer in a championship game.  
 
    Not wanting to be left alone, I reluctantly follow. I feel eyes on me, making me look down at the ground, wishing I had Nora’s confidence. I hear muffled thoughts throughout the room as we pass. “What is she wearing?”… “Who do they think they are?”… “Slut.” Celestials’ thoughts aren’t any different from human thoughts, filling me with disappointment. We finally reach our new seats: Nora sits down with flair and me with a clunk and a plop, further defining our differences.  
 
    Nora immediately starts up a conversation with the pretty Celestial to her left as I awkwardly stare at my hands like the lines on my palm hold the secrets of the universe. At least I can rejoice at the empty seat to my right giving me room to breathe.  
 
    My joy must have sent a signal out, because suddenly the seat’s vacancy changes to occupied. A tall guy with a square jawline and dutiful look now sits so close to me I have to shrink my body to avoid any awkward touching. He looks over and I grin while trying to hide how uncomfortable I am by his close proximity.  
 
    My new seat neighbor extends his hand. “I’m James. I’m a first year.”  
 
    I quickly reply, “Lili, me too.” I gesture to Nora like Vanna White. “This is my friend, Nora.”  
 
    Nora reluctantly stops talking to the pretty blonde, greeting James. “Nice to meet you. You seem like a handsome guy. You single?”  
 
    James politely responds, leaning in closer. “I don’t have a girlfriend.” James looks at me and then stares at his feet, clearly nervous.  
 
    Nora teasingly smiles as she continues to embarrass me. “Interesting, I’m just taking count. I now know you’re single and Lili is single. Now, let me ask this girl.” Nora turns and continues her interrupted conversation with the blonde.  
 
    I force words out of my mouth to prove to him I’m not embarrassed by Nora’s antics, though the red tint on my face surely gives me away. “Sorry about that. She’s my new roommate, and we’re still getting to know each other.”  
 
    “I’m happy to know you’re single.” James’ reply embarrasses me and makes me wish for our exchange to end. I look away from him to take in the features of the room. The large hall is covered in tan stones with amber flecks and there’s four large trees spread throughout the room that grow into the ceiling, forming crisscrossing arches from the tree branches. The room’s rock walls have similarities to the stoned room in my premonition, causing the coldness from my dream to enter my body.  
 
    My gaze changes direction towards new energies entering the room. A large man with auburn hair that curls like a pig’s tail walks with dominance to the front of the room with a sphere of lightning hovering above him. He is flanked by two large body builder types, who seem to be his guards. Once he reaches the front of the room, his security spreads out and he sends a lightning bolt to the ceiling, silencing the room and gaining everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Welcome to your new school, your new beginning and your new life. I’m Wayward, the Headmaster of Cognosco, and I welcome you with open arms. Five hundred years ago our species experienced a change—new Celestials started to arrive on Earth by the dozens—uniting Michael and Adem’s factions together. Creating a unified Celestial race.” A roar of cheers echoes through the Grand Hall. Wayward lets the cheers die down, then continues his speech like the showman he is. “I’m proud to say that this facility has been open and thriving for exactly 500 years today. Though the world around us has changed, the message is still the same. You are blessed by God to protect and guide humans on Earth, and our school will help you do it successfully. There is no higher calling.” The room applauds as Wayward takes a quick pause, then pushes his voice through the cheers. 
 
    “New Celestials—you endured fifteen years as a human to understand what their plight on Earth is. Those fifteen years have served you well, but they were just steppingstones to bring you here today. You will leave the painful memories of your human life behind as you move forward into a better life as a Celestial. On the eve of your sixteenth birthday your human memories will be removed, allowing you to come into your full Celestial abilities. We are the only defense against the spread of evil on Earth, so we must be diligent in erasing any trace of sinfulness within each new Celestial.” 
 
    Panic spreads through my energy as the room closes around me. My premonition is already unfolding, and I just got here. Why would the school erase our human memories, and if it’s to stop the spread of evil, why did I see darkness in my dream?  
 
    Though my mind is spinning, I try to refocus on Wayward’s speech again. 
 
    “Over the next three years you will learn everything you need to be successful in the Celestial world. Your first year of training will push you to your brink, testing your personality, loyalty and abilities. First years will have an assessment in October to determine your natural abilities, then another assessment at the start of your second year, which will determine the classes you will be placed in. The assessments will reveal your gifts and help us focus your second-year training on your natural strengths.” The room claps as Wayward raises his hands. “In a custom as old as the school, every first year will partner with a second year who will mentor them to ensure a successful start to your training here at Cognosco. The list with partner pairings is on the left of the door as you exit. First years please stay, so I can meet everyone new to the school. Second and third years, you may leave.” The majority of the room gets up and exits. Only about 25 students remain, waiting to talk to Wayward.  
 
    Nora intensely watches his every move, trying to quiet her inner voice telling her to swarm him. “I hope he still lets me ask my questions. His speech was vague, and what’s up with erasing our memories and the factions?” Nora’s worries are mine too, but I’m in full shock and unable to form the words.  
 
    I jam my hands in my armpits to stop the cold. James takes his jacket off and puts it on my shoulders. The warmth feels nice and my mind is in no condition to argue, so I say, “Thank you. I promise to give it back.”  
 
    James playfully responds, “You were shaking throughout his entire speech. I couldn’t take it anymore.”  
 
    I look away, trying to hide my inner turmoil. In my dream there was a dark energy, and I wonder if it’s already here in the school, waiting to attack me. Even though my abilities are restricted, I search the energies inside the room. I don’t find any menacing darkness nearby, allowing me to take a deep breath for the first time since learning about memory eradication.  
 
    Wayward’s gaze turns our way as he begins walking towards us. Nora’s eagerness springs forward, and she races to meet him with her Gnosis open and ready. Wayward seems to be taking Nora’s eagerness in strides as she grills him for information.  
 
    James’ eyebrows arc as he turns to me and says, “She’s intense. I wonder if she will chill out once her memories are erased?”  
 
    James’ judgement of Nora seems harsh, causing me to come to her defense. “That seems cruel. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”  
 
    James’ face shifts emotions, landing on concerned as he debates what to say next. “I didn’t mean that. I just…I don’t know. I make jokes when I’m uncomfortable. I don’t want to lose my memories. I had a good life and the best mom I could wish for.” 
 
     My eyes swell in commiseration with James. I guess I’m not the only one worried about losing my human memories. I wipe my eyes and grab James’ hand, pushing positive energy beyond the magic barrier and into him. He catches his breath and looks at me with puppy dog eyes, free of worry. 
 
     I see Wayward start to walk our way as Nora waves at me and exits with a determined look on her face.  
 
    Panic fills me as I hear a familiar spirit’s voice inside my head, “Keep your abilities hidden from everyone. You are in danger. You must find out the origin of memory eradication.” The spirit quickly disappears, and I suddenly realize I made an error. Celestials don’t receive their abilities until sixteen, and I just revealed my difference to a practical stranger. I look at James with panicked eyes, begging him to remain quiet. I squeeze his hand for way too long, desperately praying for his silence as I turn towards Cognosco’s headmaster. 
 
    Wayward looks at James’ hand in mine with curiosity and begins talking, “James and Lili, it’s a pleasure to meet you two. How are you liking the school so far?”  
 
    I respond before James. “It’s beautiful. Thanks for having me.” I actually have a thousand things to ask and opinions to share with Wayward, but after my warning, I don’t dare rock the boat. 
 
     James squeezes my hand as he begins to talk to Wayward. “May I ask you a question, sir?”  
 
    Wayward turns towards James with openness. “Sure James, what can I help you with?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to step out of line, but why do we need to forget our pasts? What if we are sure we are free of evil influences?”  
 
    Wayward grimaces and pats James on his shoulder. “Well, there’s no way to know if evil is or isn’t already a part of your being, and in order to achieve absolute dominance of malevolence, we must first ensure it doesn’t reside in any Celestials who will be fighting it. I hope you understand.”  
 
    James boldly continues to grill Wayward, and I feel gratitude for his bravery. “I completely understand that, but I don’t understand why we had to live with humans for fifteen years if we can’t remember our experience. What’s the point?”  
 
    Wayward takes a deep breath shaking his head up and down in commensuration. “I understand your confusion, James. It does seem non-sensical, but the skills acquired in your first fifteen years of life are necessary when learning how to control your abilities and build your foundation. The memories will vanish, but your skills learned will remain. I’m sorry you’re having a hard time with this. If you need to talk further, I am always available. It was a pleasure meeting you all.” Wayward walks towards the next student, like a politician on stage. 
 
    James and I move to the mentor list by the room’s exit. James turns to me and asks, “What did you do to me earlier?”  
 
    Without time to prepare an explanation, I tell James a small piece of truth. “I’ve always had a very slight ability with energies. Please don’t tell anyone.”  
 
    “You’ve got nothing to worry about. I would never tell a soul.”  
 
    I see kindness in James’ eyes, and I trust what he says. “Thank you, James.”  
 
    I turn to the mentor list, finding my name at the top, and slide my finger to the right to locate my new advisor. The list reads “Gwyneth Babcock.” The only Gwyneth I know of is Gwyneth Paltrow, but if she’s anything like her, I’d be happy. 
 
    I turn my attention to James and ask, “Who did you get?”  
 
    “Someone named Easton Smith.”  
 
    I’m shocked to hear James’ mentor is Easton, but I hide my surprise and respond tightly, “I better get going. Best of luck with your mentor. See you tomorrow.”  
 
    I exit the room, heading toward my meeting with Gwyneth as I try to push thoughts of Easton out of my mind. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Insight


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Mentor meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    I impatiently wait outside for my new mentee. Everyone seems to be enjoying the nice weather, but I’m more of a “hide in the shadows and sulk” Celestial. I was briefed that I might have an initial attraction to Lili before her arrival, but hopefully the Darkness is unaware of the true effects her energy has on mine. Her closeness put my energy on edge, like I’m standing under a lightning bolt. I’ll have to be diligent to keep my head screwed on and my other desires squashed if the Darkness’ plan is to be successful. If I don’t, it could mean my death, and I’m not ready to die yet. 
 
    The school’s stoned exterior is old, grand and reflective, reminding me of a palace from a ridiculous children’s fairytale. Celestials love opulence and perfection, but I like realness and mess, alienating me from my peers. A floating line of flowers levitates next to my head and invades my space. I smack at one of the glowing buds, which shifts up to avoid my energy. I swear it shines even brighter than before, taunting me from the air. Why can’t they just grow in the ground? Stupid Celestials, always trying to make everything float and sparkle.  
 
     I watch a couple on the bench next to me holding each other and kissing in the pure sunlight shining down like golden rays amplifying their love. Their happiness irritates me in its simplicity, and I wonder what it is like to feel so light and free. I am much more complexed than sun + kiss = happiness, but anything is better than the constant darkness and pain.  
 
    Before Lili enters my view, I feel her irritation and an unexpected flutter in her energy as our eyes connect across the yard. Her energy is crystal clear and vibrant, and I can link with her easily, even through the school’s active barriers. The closer she gets the more my heart races, causing emotions I’m not used to experiencing. She sits down across from me on the stone picnic table trying to avoid eye contact like it will lead to her demise.  
 
    I try to ease her obvious discomfort by being the first to break the silence. “Nice to see you again. I hope you don’t mind, but Gwyneth had to switch with me, so I’m your new mentor.”  
 
    Lili takes a deep breath, then tightly replies, “That’s fine. I hope she’s okay.”  
 
    Gwyneth was pissed I switched with her, but she didn’t have a choice. It was a direct order. “She’ll be fine. Don’t concern yourself with her.” Lili’s face twists in disapproval. Crap, I’m losing her. I knew it was going to be hard to convince her to trust me. I change the subject. “How’s your first day going?”  
 
    She flutters her long eyelashes before answering. “I’m not sure yet. Confusing, terrifying, fun—a combination of all three.”  
 
    Her honesty surprises me. “That seems like a lot of emotions in such a tiny body.”  
 
    The mention of her body makes her shift uncomfortably, and she covers herself even more with her coat. “I don’t know why everyone is so obsessed with exteriors. Do they have curves? Are they fat? Pretty? It has no bearing on what’s inside. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “I guess so. But, I’d much rather be attractive than not.” 
 
    Her energy is full of irritation, which enters her voice. “So would the rest of the world, but with everyone focusing on the outside, no one has time to worry about feelings.” 
 
    I try to push her theory. “Have you ever dated someone who hasn’t been attractive to you?” 
 
    She shifts uncomfortably before answering. “I don’t have much experience with that. I wasn’t the most popular person at my old school. It was hard for me to fit in.” I feel an echo of pain from her energy, which is quickly squashed. “What about you?”  
 
    I decide to answer her honestly. “I’ve always been with people who are attractive. I have never had any real connection with them, so maybe I’ve been doing it wrong.” Her eyes meet mine. I feel electricity course through me, which I swear she feels too. I try to ignore it and continue to gather information. “Why didn’t you fit in?”  
 
    “I–I don’t know. I have trouble in large groups, and I guess I live in my head a lot trying to quiet the voices and the noise.” She looks at her hands, then looks up at me. “I also have a hard time keeping my opinions to myself, though I try my best.”  
 
    Her answer leaves a pit in my stomach. “Did you have trouble in groups because of your abilities?” Her energy spikes with fear, and I try to calm it quickly. “I just ask because I had abilities before sixteen too. My experience sounds similar to yours.”  
 
    I see a glimmer of hope spark in her eyes as she lets down her guard. She’s far too trusting. “You had abilities before sixteen too? What kinds? Does anyone else have this problem?” The questions come pouring out of her, confirming my assumptions.  
 
    I’ve gotten her to divulge a secret, which doesn’t feel as good as I thought it would. I try to respond quickly, before she realizes my nefarious intentions. “I’ve had abilities since I came to school. I’m sure I had them before that too, but I can’t remember my human life, so it’s hard to tell.” I feel a spike of sorrow from her and am almost engulfed in her pain. I’ve never felt sadness like that before, making me nervous to experience it again. I attempt to build up my own walls and try to ignore my reaction to her. I want to continue to see her as an enemy.  
 
    Her energy reaches out to mine as she cautiously asks, “What does it feel like to not remember your family? To have a life you lived but can’t remember?”  
 
    Her question triggers an emptiness in me I’ve never noticed before. “I don’t know. I was told my life was full of horrible things, that I’m happier to forget the pain attached to them.”  
 
    Lili listens, pausing before responding. “I think we all have drama in our pasts, things that are hard to move on from, but for me those are the things that make life more precious and give us perspective on the pain of others.” Her answer sounds like a scripted response the light always tries to use to explain the darkness in the world.  
 
    I once again try to show her the fault in her thinking. “What tragedy happened in your life? How are you sure you’re better off remembering it?” I see her eyes reflect a disaster I’m not sure I want to know.  
 
    Lili tries to hide her pain by looking down at her fidgeting hands as she fumbles with her words, causing an unexpected reaction from me. “Don’t worry about it. It’s none of my business.” Lili’s eyes creep back up and link with mine, sending a flash of pure light energy through my body.  
 
    My breath catches and I stand up, trying to break our connection. “What do you want to know about the school? Any questions?” 
 
    “Do we ever get to leave the campus?”  
 
    “We can leave on weekends and holidays. But Celestial holidays are a little different from human holidays.”  
 
    She tilts her head in a quizzical look. “In what way? What holidays do Celestials celebrate?”  
 
    “Celestial holidays are all based on the seasons. We commune with the Earth. It’s a whole thing, full of formality, but there’s also dancing and drinking, so it’s not all bad.”  
 
    Lili looks at me like she understands me, as her voice becomes teasing. “It sounds like you enjoy celebrating the seasons.” 
 
    “Enjoy is a strong word. I don’t really enjoy anything.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine that to be true, maybe you just haven’t found something you enjoy doing. We will have to try to remedy that.” She smiles at me in a frisky way, and I almost genuinely smirk back. What is happening to me? 
 
    I compose myself as quickly as possible and try to get back to my original plan of gathering information. “What abilities do you have? I can read energies, talk with spirits, move things, basically anything they teach at this school.”  
 
    Her eyes light up with excitement as she says, “Move things? I don’t think I can do that.”  
 
    I shouldn’t help her, but the words come out of my mouth before I can stop them. “I bet you can. Let me show you.”  
 
    I get up and grab her hand, leading her to a hidden spot behind the trees and away from prying eyes. Her skin is soft like silk and she smells of lilies, just like her name. I don’t want to let her hand go, wanting to find an excuse to hold it longer than necessary.  
 
    I gently move her hand with the palm facing out, though the power really lies in her mind. I instruct her with a too flirty tone, unable to stop myself. “Imagine what you want to move with your mind and funnel all your energy into the object until it is overflowing from your core, then slowly move your energy to where you want the object to move.” 
 
    She looks at her golden toned hand in mine. “What do I do with this?”  
 
    “I just wanted to hold your hand a little longer. You don’t need your hands at all.” Did I just tell the truth? I’ve got to end our meeting soon. 
 
    A joyous laugh escapes her causing me to jump into the air, which only makes her laugh harder. As her boisterous laugh dwindles, she says, “Sorry I scared you. That was a high leap into the air.” I ignore her joking tone, though I feel a slight grin spread across my face without me having to force it for the first time in my life. She lets go of my hand then continues talking, “Where do I get the energy from?”  
 
    The fact that I’m training my enemy how to use her abilities isn’t lost on me, but I proceed anyway. “You find your energy from your own supply or from the electricity of the Earth.” I model this for her, causing lightning to surround a small twig on the ground and move it across the forest.  
 
    I see Lili squint her face as she tries to call the energy from the Earth. She’s unable to connect and I’m filled with relief. I begin to comfort her in her failure when lightning surrounds us and strikes the earth with such force I’m almost electrocuted. I take a deep breath, then turn to an embarrassed Lili, who runs towards me with worry. 
 
    “Are you okay? I’m so sorry!” Lili grabs me and searches my body for damage. She just almost killed me, reminding me of why we are adversaries. I pull away from her, breaking our connection, and put up an energy barrier between us.  
 
    She notices there’s been a change and has an immediate hurt reaction, which is displayed in her hazel eyes. “Thanks for the help, Easton. I better get back to my room before our curfew.” She turns away from me and walks towards the school with the sun setting in front of her. I longingly look at her wishing my life was simpler. That sun + girl could equal happiness. 


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Status Report 
 
      
 
      
 
    I enter my bedroom slamming the door behind me. I’m dark, I shouldn’t be contemplating right and wrong. We may have a forming connection, but that still doesn’t erase that she’s designed to kill me. 
 
    I shake off my internal confusion, looking for my Gnosis amongst the mess in my room. I find it under a pile of dirty clothes by my dresser. I really need to clean this disaster zone. My Gnosis has a flashing message on the screen, letting me know the Darkness has left me a message. Of course, that’s not the Celestial’s name who recruited me, but I prefer it. It lets me know who I’m dealing with.  
 
    The Darkness wants an update on what happened in my mentor meeting with Lili. I debate ignoring my message a little longer, but that would only put off the inevitable. I’m already involved in the scheme to destroy Lili, and there’s no way for me to get out of it. I grab a bottle of water and drink it in entirety, trying to wash away the past twelve hours. I don’t care about Lili; she’s just a pretty girl who happens to be under my skin. My feelings for her are a mirage from the light.  
 
    My Gnosis speaks to me in a young girl’s voice asking, “What can I help you with?” It bothers me that I don’t remember the little girl’s voice. I wonder who she was to me in my human life.  
 
    I tell my Gnosis to place the call to the Darkness and wait with bated breath for its answer. “How did it go?” Straight to the point, like always. At least the Darkness is consistent in its dislike of small talk and niceties.  
 
    I reply without emotion. Trying to keep the conversation business oriented and quick. “It went well. She’s starting to trust me. I need to spend more time with her to gain her trust. She’s guarded.”  
 
    There is a pause, which is worrisome. Then the Darkness probes me for more concrete information. “Did she mention having powers? Give you any personal details?”  
 
    The Darkness’ questions worry me. If I tell it the truth, the plan will accelerate rapidly, and for some unknown reason I’m not ready for that. I respond quickly, so as not to raise any suspicion. “She didn’t divulge having powers to me and only implied she has tragedy in her past. No actual details yet. Like I said before, I need more time.” I’m shocked by my own answer. Why did I lie? The Darkness can read energy just like me, which makes it hard to hide things. I put a barrier up for security, hoping our distance gives me protection. I can’t help but feel Lili is going to be my downfall, no matter what I decide.  
 
    The Darkness suspiciously says, “I swear I felt her using her abilities earlier. There was lightning reported in the Cognosco school yard.”  
 
    Crap, it knows. I carefully reply with another lie. “I didn’t feel that. We still have a while before she turns sixteen and gains her full abilities. Let’s not rush it.”  
 
    The silence on the line is painful. “Okay, Easton. I’ll discuss what you told me with the others. I’m sure they’ll be interested in your account. Keep an eye on her and try to get her to trust you as soon as possible. I’ll be in touch.” The connection ends abruptly. This isn’t the first time the Darkness has mentioned others, but I have no idea who they are. Dark plotting isn’t really a team sport.  
 
    After a complicated, long day I shed my clothes in the dirty clothes pile on my floor hoping a good night’s sleep will give me the clarity I need. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 First Day


 
   
 
  


 Lili - All in attendance 
 
      
 
      
 
    The early morning sun floods my new bedroom in golden hues. The sweeping, crystal clear windows in my room were fun at first, but I’d prefer to wake to the dark, like a vampire. Do Celestials not believe in curtains?  
 
    A blue digital timer suddenly flashes onto my bedroom window, informing Nora and I that our class will start in ten minutes and zero-seconds. Nine minutes and fifty-nine seconds, fifty-eight… Crap. I luckily don’t need much time to get ready, which is convenient since I abhor mornings. I grab an outfit, brush my teeth, comb my hair and I’m ready to go. 
 
    The Cognosco halls pretty much mirror typical behaviors displayed in a human high school. There’s a girl taking a selfie, groups of Celestial’s talking, and the cute guy all the girls want—only difference is I happen to want him too.  
 
    Easton leans against a wall in hallway, all too aware of his effect on the girls around him. A cute brunette girl intentionally drops her bag at Easton’s feet, slowly picking it up as she flirts with him. He pays her no attention, and I catch him staring in my direction with a quick glimmer of unmasked emotions behind his eyes. I try to avoid looking back, even though I desperately want to. I can’t get involved with him. I need to focus on finding the darkness and a way to stop the memory eradication, but the problem is I have no idea how. 
 
    As I pass him, I feel an energy spike deeper than before, which catches me off guard and I run straight into James, almost falling over. I swear I was born with two duck feet, and I shouldn’t be allowed to walk on land. James quickly saves my dignity, catching me in mid fall just like a prince in a fairy tale. Though if it was up to me, I’d be the hero, and him, the damsel in distress. The thought makes me laugh out loud and Nora joins in.  
 
    Nora lightheartedly pinches James’ checks. “What a charmer! Sweeping you off your feet on the first day of school.” 
 
     I quickly steady myself, thanking James with a smile as we head to class. I glance at where Easton was standing, not sure if I want him there or not. He’s gone, and I feel unexpectedly let down by his absence.  
 
    My History of Celestials classroom is large and open with a large blue stoned accent wall that looks like smooth pieces of jade. The room holds 2 long wooden tables that unnaturally curve into a circular design. Each table has 12 shimmering glass chairs. James quickly grabs a seat at the very edge of the second table, motioning for me and Nora to join him. I hurriedly move to his side and Nora reluctantly follows, sulking behind me as her eyes longingly glance towards an empty seat in the middle of the first table. 
 
    I envy the freedom she must feel. I wish I had the confidence to walk in a room, sit in the very front of the class and answer all the questions with pride, not caring what others think of me. But that’s not me. 
 
    Nora unpacks her bag, removing a pen, notebook and her Gnosis. She turns to James and me with excitement. “You guys study the material last night? I thought it was fascinating. We are practically the policemen of Earth.”  
 
    James and I look at each other. It’s obvious to both of us that we didn’t read the material. I was replaying the lightning explosion with Easton in my mind, and who knows what James was doing.  
 
    James replies to Nora’s question with a guilty look. “Nah, I had a busy night. I’m planning to read it tonight.”  
 
    Nora shakes her head in disbelief. “I’m trying to not judge you, but it is the first day of school, so…” 
 
    James tries to avoid Nora’s judgment, turning his back to her and his attention to me. “How did your night go? I heard our mentors switched. I got Gwyneth and you must have gotten my mentor.”  
 
    I don’t want to answer James’ questions, wanting to talk about anything else besides Easton. Luckily, I am saved by our teacher’s entrance. She bounces into the room with happiness. She is a round bubbly girl. Her skin seems stretched and full of air, like a full balloon that could blow away in the wind. 
 
    “Good morning class! I’m Harper. It’s so great to have every single one of you here today. I hope everyone read the assigned reading last night. A brief summary of how we came to be and our role on Earth.”  
 
    Everyone in the class is silent, except for Nora who proudly proclaims, “I did!”  
 
    Harper pats Nora on the shoulder, clearly disappointed by the single response. Her pep begins to deflate, bringing her back to earth, where her demeanor becomes more business and less fluff. “Raise your hands if you completed the assignment.” Everyone but me raises their hands. James looks at me with guilt on his face, his hand raised high in the air. Harper crisply claps her hands three times, changing the translucent chairs we sit on to different colors. Half of the chairs are green and the other half red. My seat is flashing gold, alarming me. Harper shakes her head as she continues to talk. “I was hoping for more honesty. Red means negative energy, which is a reaction to your lie. Those of you who received green were telling the truth, but you really had no reason to lie, Did you? So, you’re not trustworthy yet.”  
 
    Harper walks directly behind my chair with a surprised look on her face. “I designed the chairs to flash when someone tells the truth, against their own benefit. It is a rare spirit. Good job—you’ve earned my respect and trust going forward.” Everyone in the class looks at me, giving me attention that I detest. 
 
    Nora leans over to me and whispers in my ear, “You’re definitely not a Norma!”  
 
     Harper walks back to the front of the room, instructing as she goes. “Now, we will dive further into the creation of Celestials and how the two Celestial factions were formed.” An image projects over Harper’s head like a movie displaying her story in 4D for our class. “The first energy ever created was both dark and light, and from these came two new energies. One benevolent and one malevolent energy. The new energies were unable to co-exist. The benevolent energy’s' purpose was to create, and the malevolent energy’s purpose was to destroy. Millennia and millennia went by where the two energies battled each other. Then our creator, the benevolent energy, created Earth, people and all living things as it had done many times before, but this time God also created Celestials.”  
 
    A jester looking boy with thin brown hair asks Harper in a foolish tone, “The benevolent energy is God, and the malevolent is the Devil?”  
 
    Harper laughs and then says, “Ben, right?”  
 
    Ben bows in response, adding, “At your service.”  
 
    Harper glares at him intently until he stops performing. She then answers his question. “Absolutely not. They have similarities, but our belief does not mirror that of humans. The Devil is based on a combination of Adem, one of our leaders, and a more simplistic version of the darkness.” Harper pauses then continues with a question to the class. “Who can tell us how the factions were formed?”  
 
    Nora raises her hand in triumph as she begins to lecture the class, “There are different Celestials to help with different problems, but there was only ever one Celestial on Earth who could connect to all things, including God. Celestials were all led by Michael, until his connection to God was severed. Evil began to spread, and Celestials disagreed on how to fight it. They divided into two dissenting factions with differing views. One ruled by Michael and the other ruled by Adem. Then during the war of the factions, God started sending new Celestials down. Our purpose is unknown.”  
 
    The class remains silent after Nora finishes, until Harper says, “That’s correct. Everyone, take out your Gnosis and request to read ‘FACTIONS: A True Telling.’ When everybody is finished, we will talk in an open and honest discussion about our purpose from God. Exciting stuff. Get to reading.” 
 
    I used to pray at every meal, but the horrors of the world started to make me doubt the existence of God. Then when I was unable to save my Dad, well, I’ve not talked to God in a while. I take Sax out of my bag and place her on my desk. 
 
    “Hi, Sax. Did you hear what she said?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I’ll pull that up now.”  
 
    Yesterday’s warning about danger and memory eradication re-enters my mind. “Sax, do you report what we speak about?” 
 
    I hear comfort in her voice. “I do not. You can speak to me about anything. I am here only for you.” 
 
     “I have a favor to ask. Do you happen to have any material on when and why memory eradication was started?” 
 
    Sax disappears then returns in a matter of seconds. “I feel a text exists that will shine light on the start of memory eradication, but it is hidden from me. It may take me a little bit of time to locate it.” 
 
    I feel relieved to possibly have an ally in stopping my dream from coming to fruition. “Thanks, Sax!” 
 
    Sax’s tone becomes grim. “Lili, I have to warn you that the energy hiding the text from me is made of pure evil and it very strong. Be careful.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Hunger 
 
      
 
      
 
    My Fundamentals of Empaths class is taught by a wiry, thin man named Apollo, who speaks slowly and has kind, yellowish eyes. I learn that empaths can sense power and electricity in others and are able to process it. It’s a rare gift and takes practice to be able to properly control it. Before I know it, my first day is halfway through, and I’m in desperate need of sustenance.  
 
    Nora and James both go back to their rooms before our next class, while I decide to head to the dining hall to stop the monster in my stomach from growling. 
 
    The dining room has a crystal ceiling with clear glass walls. In the center of the space there is an indoor garden with vegetables and fruits growing up into the roof in the shape of a column. The room is warm from sunlight and smells of basil, thyme and sage. I see Easton standing in a group of guys in the corner of the room, but I wouldn’t dare sit with him after our awkward exchange in the trees last night.  
 
    It’s my turn to grab food, and the only things available are healthy natural foods. I’m craving salty chips, but I guess rabbit food will have to suffice. I see golden trays of apples, peaches, carrots, peas, blue berries, cherries and watermelon. The platters are over-flowing and are decorated with strawberries, mangos and an unfamiliar purple glowing fruit cut in the shape of flowers. There’s nuts and cheese mixed in with the fruit, but there’s no meat in sight or anything I’m used to eating. At the end of the table there’s a purple fruit that seem to have gold flecks shimmering on it. I add it to my tray at the last second before finding an empty table to sit at. 
 
    I sit and begin to eat the cheese and nuts quickly, trying to fill my empty belly and escape my social purgatory as soon as possible. I feel someone sit to the right of me, and when I turn I am surprised to see Easton.  
 
    He points at the purple fruit on my plate and asks, “Do you know what that is?”  
 
    I decide to ignore the events of last night and turn my attention towards the fruit on my plate. I sarcastically say, “Of course I do. What kind of Celestial do you take me for? I love this purple ball.”  
 
    Easton smirks at me then says, “It’s a humling, a Celestial specialty.” He then takes a bite of the purple fruit and hands it to me when he’s finished.  
 
    I hesitate at first then bite hard into the humling, almost eating it all in one bite. The taste is slightly sweet and crisp, reminding me of a combo between grape and jicama. My dad always made me salads with jicama in it, no matter the salad and no matter if it belonged in it.  
 
    I laugh out loud, forgetting Easton is sitting next to me. He’s staring at me, like he’s trying to hear my inner thoughts. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    I shake off my memory and say, “Sorry, I just got lost in my head for a moment.”  
 
    “No worries. Was it a happy thought?” 
 
     I hesitate before answering. I’m not sure if I want to talk about my dead father with Easton. “The humling reminds me of jicama. Have you ever had it?”  
 
    Easton furrows his eyebrows in thought. “I don’t think so. If I have, I wouldn’t remember.”  
 
    “Jicama is interesting. Super crisp and kind of fruity like a muted apple mixed with a potato.”  
 
    Easton’s face twists and shakes at my description. “That sounds odd. We will have to try one together.” The thought of sharing a jicama with Easton makes me genuinely smile, which he returns kindly. Easton has darkness inside of him, that much is clear to me, but his darkness isn’t how I expect it to be. It’s less absolute.  
 
    I try to get to know him more and ask, “This is your second year at Cognosco. So far, what’s your favorite thing?”  
 
    Easton’s energy becomes guarded again as he answers my question. “I’m not sure. Practicing my powers, though I’d like to be able to do so more freely.”  
 
    “More freely, like off of campus?”  
 
    “I guess so. I don’t like to be limited and tied down. I don’t like to be told what to do. I’m independent and learn quicker alone.”  
 
    Easton and I are more alike than I first realized. “Me too, but it’s nice to be amongst other people sometimes.” Easton’s eyes connect to mine, and I feel my heart pound hard against my chest. 
 
    Unfortunately, our moment together is interrupted. The blonde girl on Easton’s arm when I first arrived at Cognosco sits next to me and loudly introduces herself with aggression. “I’m Gwyneth, and who might you be?”  
 
    I can tell she means to harm me from her energy, but I participate in her game anyway, unable to see a way to remove myself. “Lili.” I should have continued and said “nice to meet you” or something else, but my lips wouldn’t form the words.  
 
    Easton interjects in our obviously uncomfortable conversation. “Now you’ve met. Time to go, Gwyneth.”  
 
    She looks at him with hidden anger and grimaces as she turns towards me. “Just know that Easton changes his mind as quickly as he changes his girls.” 
 
     “Thanks, but he’s my mentor, so his dating life isn’t of my concern”  
 
    She laughs in response, then says, “If you think that, then you’re more of an idiot than I guessed you were. You might as well just lay down and get it over with, so he can move on to another girl.”  
 
    Her words sway in the air as another one of Easton’s friends joins our table, sitting right next to me. He has a shaven head and a rough voice that reminds me of a pitbull. His high set eyes look me up and down as he introduces himself. “I’m Miles, and who are you?” 
 
    “Lili.” I hurriedly try to say something else, so I’m not known as a one-word mute. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    Easton threateningly glares in Miles’ direction as he continues to talk to me. “Lili, what a beautiful name. Very fitting.”  
 
    Gwyneth interjects, “No need to get to know her, Miles. She’s just the flavor of the week.” 
 
    Miles looks at Easton and leans his head to the side, squinting his eyes in a knowing look. “I don’t think so.” He then turns to me friskily and says, “I’d cherish you if I had the chance.” Miles’ words disgust me, making me feel horrible and small.  
 
    I struggle for the right words to make this horrible exchange end, then Easton interjects in the conversation. “Lili, you should head to class.” He then turns to Miles and says in a dangerous and threatening tone, “You and I will have a discussion in my room.” 
 
    I decide to accept Easton’s advice, leaving the table in a rush without saying a word to defend myself. 
 
    

 
 
   
 
  


 Lili - Energy 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walk into my Energy class just as my professor is talking, finding an empty seat by James. The room has a wooden floor with wooden benches in the front half in a circular design. The back half of the room has mats laid out, and there is a black simmering ceiling with a large circular energy current flowing between panels.  
 
    My professor, Blake, wears all black with a sparkly black shirt underneath his open golden robe. His voice even sounds like a rockstar’s with an overly vibrato quality to it. “Energy is present in all things in the universe. It’s what a soul is derived from, what gives us energy to breathe, to talk. It is the essence of all things that are alive and the power behind our abilities. All Celestials can manipulate energy in some way, shape or form. But we are all different, just like the humans we are meant to protect. Energy manipulation is about understanding the source of energy and being able to direct it into power.” 
 
    Suddenly a lightning bolt forms in the center of the room and hits a four-foot tall tree, burning it into black ash. Everyone in the class is on the edge of their seats, fascinated by our teacher’s show of power. Like a great performer, he waits until the silence becomes palpable then continues his lesson.  
 
    “Energy can be your greatest asset or greatest weakness. It is not meant to be controlled like an animal. If you do, it will fight back and become unmanageable. I’ve seen powerful Celestials driven insane by its call.” My professor uses his energy to move the tree ash through the room, making it dance in the air in a magical swirl. 
 
    “If you listen closely, you can hear the flow of energy. It is calm, soothing, yet fierce. If you listen and understand, you can allow it to move through you and use it as a furnace of power for your abilities. But in order to truly do this, you first have to understand yourself and your purpose.” Blake opens a window and the ash blows into the forest. 
 
    “Our first lesson will be to get in groups and discuss what you believe to be your purpose in the universe. Then we will all meditate and try to connect our energy with purpose. This is very critical to energy manipulation and will be one of the things you will be judged on during your first assessment. You have 20 minutes to discuss.”  
 
    Everyone remains silent as we look around trying to figure out what groups we want to form.  
 
    James wastes no time turning to Nora and me. “Want to be in a group?”  
 
    Nora and I both reply, “Sure,” laughing at our unison.  
 
    James shakes his head. “You two are too much.”  
 
    Nora gets down to the lesson quickly. She openly says, “Purpose, is a cavernous conversation. It’s hard to pinpoint for me, but I was reading a bit about it last night and a purpose can manifest itself as a passion. I’d say my passion is reading and learning. Being knowledgeable. Maybe I’m meant to be a librarian or something.” 
 
    James retorts, “I could totally see that. ‘Silence in the library. Everyone silent.’” I can’t see Nora managing books, more like running the world, but who am I to say so. 
 
    Nora rolls her eyes at James then asks our group, “Okay, enough of that. Who’s next?” James looks at me, and I look at him, neither of us wanting to expose ourselves. I silently wait, hoping for James to volunteer as tribute. I’m no Katniss Everdeen.  
 
    He nervously looks at his hands as he begins to talk. “I’ve never really thought about it before this conversation, but if it’s based on what makes us happy then I’d say my purpose is based in the physical. I’ve never been happier than when I’m playing sports, throwing the ball and having it caught. Being the hero of the game. That’s when I’ve been my happiest.” James’ eyes nervously lift up, looking at us for understanding.  
 
    I respond by kindly smiling at him and saying, “Maybe you’re meant to be a warrior or something.”  
 
    His eyes dance with visions of his future. “Yea, that could definitely be it.”  
 
    Nora laughs in dismay and I shoot her a look before I begin my turn. “Purpose, it’s a complicated subject… If I focus on what brings me happiness, it’s also complicated…”  
 
    Nora interjects my stumbling monologue, “Just list things that make you happy. We will figure it out.”  
 
    I aimlessly start to list everything I can think of hoping that something stands out more than the rest. “Happiness… I like to help people, to connect with others, honesty—I love honest people. Nora, you seem very honest. Adventure, problem solving, puzzles, Star Wars—I love pizza and my family. I like to read…”  
 
    Nora puts her hand on my shoulder and interrupts my mouth diarrhea. “So many things… You are an impassioned person. Maybe you and I can focus on your purpose another time. Let’s just pick something from your many passions…maybe Star Wars.” James burst out in a loud chuckle that instantly lifts my spirits.  
 
    “Yea, maybe Star Wars.” 
 
    Blake loudly interrupts our laughter. “It’s time to meditate.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Classes


 
   
 
  


 Lili-Studying 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every day I rise with a coffee in hand and quickly hurry to class with Nora. Our relationship has been growing as we spend day after day together, learning the weird world of Celestials. School is harder than I thought it would be. We get quizzed daily on what we learned the previous day, and Nora and I study in our room nightly until it’s time to start anew. History, fundamentals, lunch, channeling, energy, then dinner and my check-ins with my mentor, Easton.  
 
    Tomorrow is our first assessment, and everyone has been on edge trying to prepare. Nora and I have been studying for hours going over her comprehensive list of possible questions. Nora is obsessed with obtaining a perfect score, where I’d just be happy with anything above passing.  
 
    We drink a Celestial brain enhancer beverage called Klug Juice. The name is horrible, but the drink is sweet and flavorful, providing more energy than coffee. Celestials are obsessed with natural foods and drinks, believing the earth provides everything needed to survive and artificial foods poison our energy. They have drinks and food for every need and occasion, but I really miss some of my human favorites, like cheese balls, Twix and street tacos. I take another drink of Klug Juice and try to banish the thought of yummy, delicious junk food from my mind.  
 
    Nora gleefully uses her self-created study guide to quiz me. “How did the factions form?”  
 
    I answer before Nora buzzes me. She has zero patience, always wanting things done quickly. “The Celestial leader, Michael, lost connection to God, and then his second in command, Adem, lost faith in him. They both had different ideas of how Celestials should battle the darkness, separating into two separate factions and creating a rift and the first ever Celestial war.”  
 
    Nora smiles proudly. “You’re right! And what wonderful thing brought the factions back together?”  
 
    “New Celestials. Our arrival brought Adem and Michael back together and stopped the Celestial war.”  
 
    “Two out of two correct. Last one. Ready?”  
 
    I nod my head yes as Nora transforms into a game show host, holding a pretend microphone up to her mouth. “Who is the best new Celestial?”  
 
    She moves her pretend microphone to my mouth, and I respond like a contestant. “Hard question, but I’d have to say that the best new Celestial is of course….me.”  
 
    Nora makes a buzzing noise, yelling, “Wrong! I believe the right answer was, me.” We stare at each other for a long second before breaking into laughs. 
 
    After our giggles die, I ask Nora a question. “Do you think tomorrow is going to be crazy and stressful?” 
 
    “Absolutely, but you have nothing to worry about. You are the most un-Norma person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I’m touched by Nora’s compliment. “What could we call a non-Norma? Should we make up a name?”  
 
    Excitement flashes across Nora’s face. “Yes! We absolutely should!! A nickname for us. It has to be a normal name, that no-one would get the meaning of.” 
 
    We both begin to brainstorm ideas, with me going first. “What about Dev, for deviant?”  
 
    “That’s a good one. What about Uni for unique?” 
 
    “Uni?” I laugh loudly, before adding, “Uni for unicycle—we only have one-wheel spinning.” We both snicker then go back to brainstorming “What about Ab for Abnormal?” 
 
    Nora raises her eyebrows in excitement, “I love it, Abbi—for Abnormal Bitch.” 
 
    “It’s perfect!” 
 
    Nora stretches, like she does every night before she goes to bed. “That’s the one then. Ab-Bi. I’ve got to get my beauty rest.” Nora smiles at me, climbing under her covers. “Goodnight!” 
 
    I grab Sax from my desk and jump into bed, making myself comfortable. I gossip with Sax almost every night before bed, discussing everything that happened that day. 
 
    Sax springs to life, communicating with me inside my mind. “I think I’ve finally found the book on memory eradication. It’s titled ‘Celestial Messages and Notes from the 1500’s.’”  
 
    I almost jump out of bed, excited to finally have a lead on Memory Eradication. “Really? What does it say? Anything helpful?”  
 
    “I’ve been unable to attain what’s inside the book. It was never digitized and doesn’t have another copy. I had heard of its existence hundreds of years ago, but its location was hidden well by evil.”  
 
    I take Sax’s words in, responding cautiously, “Where is the location of the book?”  
 
    Sax’s energy becomes scared. “All paths seem to lead back to the school library, though you’ll have to do some investigating to locate its exact location.” Sax suddenly disappears from my Gnosis.  
 
    I’ve never been to the library, so I may need help figuring out where to start my search. Without a lot of friends, I may have to involve my library loving roommate in my quest for the book.  
 
    Sax returns with a warning, “Someone doesn’t want anyone to see the book, so I’d be extremely careful trying to locate it.” Her words make my stomach tense. Someone has gone to a lot of trouble hiding the book, but I’m still unsure why. All I know is that my best bet of discovering what the Darkness has planned is to find the book and learn why and who started the procedure.  
 
   


 
  


 Easton - First Assessment 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today is the first assessment for the new crop of Celestials, and all mentors must be present to help in the procedures. So today I’m going to try my best to be like the helpful Honda guy instead of Resident Evil. The first assessment is a huge deal for Celestials and has major ramifications within our culture, so all Celestial leadership participates. It’s their first chance to see what power the new Celestials have and, in my opinion, if there is anyone they need to keep an eye on.  
 
    Adem, Michael and Wayward all wait at the front of the hall, talking amongst themselves and waiting for the newbies to arrive. Every Celestial in the room surrounds them trying to be noticed and a part of the cool group. Their peacocking doesn’t interest me in the slightest. I spot Gwyneth and Miles within close proximity to Adem. Gwyneth stinks of desperation, trying to gain Adem’s favor in a skimpy red dress and perfectly curled hair, and Miles and I aren’t on speaking terms after his flirting tone with Lili.  
 
    I notice that only me and one other Celestial are across the room from the Celestial clingers and the commotion. The other anti-social Celestial is none other than Sebastian. Sebastian always wears bright outfits and makeup, regardless of the situation. I admire his lack of concern for others’ approval, but we are far from friendly. He was my mentor during my first year, but we barely talk now.  
 
    Sebastian seems to be talking to himself as he creates mini lightning bolts in his hand, like a twitch he can’t stop. He notices me and arches his eyebrows right before the new celestials begin to arrive.  
 
    I see Lili enter the room and am immediately hit with a stomach full of nerves like a python is trying to break free from my gut. I can tell she’s anxious to expose the magnitude of her abilities, and if I’m telling myself the truth, I’m nervous for the same reason. Lili’s open eyes linger in my direction as she passes, causing a spark that I’ve grown to crave. I follow her to the front of the hall, rolling my eyes at myself in disgust.  
 
    Sebastian moves beside me, shifting his stare from Lili to me. “How’s life as a mentor?”  
 
    I’m surprised Sebastian is talking to me after months of silence. “It’s interesting. I’m not really the mentor type, but it is what it is.” 
 
    “You’re the perfect mentor for Lili. You’re the only one who can keep her safe.”  
 
    I glare in Sebastian’s direction, unsure of what he knows, though it’s evident that he knows something. Luckily our conversation ends as the room’s attention shifts to the front of the hall.  
 
    Lightning surrounds Adem, lifting him up into the air. He moves as though he’s a God among men. The type of Celestial everyone wants to sleep with or be best friends with. Well, everyone but me. Then just as smoothly as he went up, he comes down landing on the stage like Thor. 
 
    Once everyone’s eyes are on him, he begins to speak with a masculine voice that calls for everyone to obey. ”I’m Adem, one of your Celestial leaders. This is your chance to impress us, to show us your God given abilities. After you receive your powers on your sixteenth birthday, you will be re-tested at the start of your second year, but people rarely change their scores. Each Celestial has different abilities and different power levels. This is your chance to show us who you are meant to be.”  
 
    Adem stares at Lili, pausing his speech. He then clears his throat. “Each assessment is designed to judge your natural God given abilities. The school’s barrier will be removed completely, and the room will be filled with energy, so everyone is able to access their full potential. You will be tested on your empathic abilities, energy manipulation, and your channeling skills. Each of you have 10 minutes to meet with your mentors and prepare for the assessment. God’s will.” Adem’s eyes once again linger on Lili like she’s a bright light in the dark. He quickly exits the stage and the room becomes chaotic.  
 
    Lili walks towards me, with her long hair flowing behind her. I can tell her nerves are getting to her and all I want to do is help her calm down. “You’re going to be fine. Just breathe.”  
 
    Her eyes meet mine, and I’m all but lost as her fears come tumbling out. “What happens if I don’t pass the assessment? Or if I accidentally kill someone with a lightning bolt? What if I’m found to be evil?”  
 
    Her evil comment surprises me. “You have nothing to worry about. You are pure light, not an evil bone in your body. Just pull back your abilities. And if you kill one of your teachers, I’ll hide the body.” She chuckles and finally takes a deep breath of air.  
 
    I hear Adem’s voice penetrate everything in the room. “Please head to your first assessment stations.” The room once again becomes hectic—what a bunch of animals. Lili’s first assessment is energy manipulation, which is run by Harper, the Celestial History professor. She’s not my biggest fan, but today is about Lili, not me. Lili and I wait behind some unremarkable boy in her class. He tries to lift a piece of paper with his energy, but he can’t seem to draw any power. He strains like he’s trying to lift a thousand-pound boat. What an idiot. 
 
    Lili smiles at him kindly then turns to me and says, “It’s so awful to watch Ben struggle. I wish I could help.” 
 
    I’d say Lili has a bleeding heart, but it wouldn’t describe her properly. Her heart isn’t just bleeding; it’s gushing. “Don’t worry about him. It’s very rare for anyone to pass every subject.” 
 
    Lili’s eyes widen at my response right as Harper calls her forward. “Lili, you ready to begin?”  
 
    Lili shakes her head yes and steps forward to the assessment line. Her hands shake slightly as she begins her first assessment. Lili quickly lifts the paper in the air, floating it gracefully through an electric circle. She flips the paper in the air so it lays flat and slips it through a thin space the size of a letter slot. Oh man, I can barely watch as she makes it to the last challenge, flying it through an electric current, shielded and unharmed by the energy current. She then lands it perfectly in a glass box. Oh crap. I should have told her to only lift the paper. No first year ever floats it through the obstacle or the electric field unharmed. That’s even hard for graduates.  
 
    Harper’s face is troubled as she stares at the paper and then Lili. She grabs her Gnosis making notes, then walks to Lili’s side. “How did you do that?”  
 
    Concern flares on Lili’s face. “I…did I do it wrong?”  
 
    Harper takes a long beat to gather her thoughts. “No, I just have never seen anyone do it on their first time.”  
 
    Lili’s response speeds out to erase her mistake. “I must have just gotten lucky then. I’m not normally so good, I swear.” 
 
     Harper once again stares at Lili, trying to figure out how to proceed. “Yes, you must have gotten lucky. I’ll let you re-do it to see if it’s a fluke or not.” 
 
    Harper places another paper in the start of the assessment then asks Lili to proceed again. This time Lili lifts the paper, then lets it go before she reaches any obstacles. 
 
    Harper turns to Lili, putting a hand on her shoulder. “That’s more like it. Still very good though.” Harper looks at me suspiciously then whispers something in Lili’s ear before she speaks aloud. “Lili, you received an exemplary. You may now proceed to the next station.  
 
    Lili passes the emphatic assessment quickly as well, but this time she pulls back her abilities, only showing a fraction of her true skills. She receives a competent score.  
 
    Lili’s last assessment is on channeling, which is run by Adem. As soon as we get in line, I see his eyes turn to Lili. I try to keep my jealousy at bay as I begin to wonder why he keeps looking at her. I’ve never seen him interested in anyone but himself.  
 
    Lili grabs my hand and shock waves surge through my body. I repeat ‘don’t kiss her’ over and over in my head. Lili is the first to break the silence and says, “This has always been my least favorite ability.”  
 
    “Why is that?”  
 
    “It’s hard for me to control.”  
 
    Gwyneth and James get in line behind us before I can respond. 
 
    Gwyneth sneers at Lili with pure hate seeping from her soul. She leans in, kissing my cheek. “Miss me yet?” 
 
    I quickly respond, “No, I’m good.” Lili bites her lower lip to keep a laugh from escaping as she squeezes my hand. 
 
    Gwyneth turns from Lili and I, moving closer to James. She secretly whispers in his ear as she brushes his shoulder. I think she’s trying to make me jealous, but her antics have no effect on me.  
 
    Lili moves closer to me and quietly asks, “What did you two have in common?” 
 
    With Gwyneth preoccupied by James, I answer Lili in a whisper. “She liked me, no matter what I did. Never judging me, I guess.”  
 
    Lili’s forehead crinkles in thought. “I can imagine it’s nice to feel loved regardless. I understand that. I’ve never had that either.”  
 
    Our conversation is abruptly interrupted by Adem, who repeats in an arrogant tone, “Please pay attention. Next up.”  
 
    Adem once again gawks at Lili. He must have never seen a pretty girl before. Have some dignity, man. He lightly puts his arm on her shoulder as he leads her towards a clear shimmering glass cone with a black levitating ball above it. He begins to instruct her. “The globe above you is filled with thousands of spirits and energies. All you have to do is connect to one and tell me at minimum their name. The more information you obtain, the better score you will receive. Are you ready, Lili?”  
 
    Lili replies in an unsteady voice, “Yes, I think so.” She then enters the cone, shutting the door behind her. As soon as Lili enters her body begins to shake. She starts turning around like she’s being attacked by a mob who’s circling her. I move forward, about to stop this assessment, when Lili suddenly stops moving and becomes completely still. Multiple lightning bolts hit the top of the black ball above the cone, then Lili collapses to the floor. I look around the room and see that everyone’s attention is focused on us. This is a disaster.  
 
    I worriedly move towards Lili, but Adem pushes me back with his cocky energy saying, “I’ll get her.” He then grabs Lili from the floor and brings her out, sitting in a chair with her in his arms. He brushes a strand of her hair off her face, whispering in her ear.  
 
    Lili wakes up, surprised to be in Adem’s arms. Her energy lets me know she’s not too unhappy to be there. She asks, “What happened?”  
 
    Before I can answer, Adem responds, “Nothing, you just passed out during the assessment. It happens all the time.”  
 
    Lili shakily moves from Adem’s arms to my side. Adem glares in my direction before he asks Lili, “Who did you connect to?”  
 
    “I didn’t connect to anything.” I squeeze her hand in a warning and she adds, “At least I don’t remember at the moment. I think I need to eat something.”  
 
    Adem suspiciously stares at Lili. “Are you sure?” he asks. Lili shakes her head yes and Adem unhappily says, “Fine. I’ll give you an incompetent score for today, since you’re unable to answer my questions.”  
 
    Lili politely responds, “Thanks for your help. I completely understand.”  
 
    Lili and I turn to leave, and I hear Gwyneth say, “Freak” as we pass her. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Mission Impossible 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Lili - 1 Book please 
 
      
 
      
 
    All I want to do after my assessment is locate the book Sax found in the library. When I was in the cone, I heard so many voices that I felt like a satellite spinning the Earth out of orbit.  
 
    Nora has visited the library on a daily basis, always referring to it as her castle, and her it’s queen. Since I’m unfamiliar with all things library and Nora’s a self-proclaimed expert, I decide to tag along with her and try to locate the book on memory eradication.  
 
    As we get closer to our destination, I begin to realize I’ve never been in this wing of the school before. “Nora, what else besides the library is over here?”  
 
    She shakes her head in disappointment. “What have you been doing for the last two months? You really need to start exploring more.” 
 
    “I guess I do.”  
 
    “It’s the hall with all the professors’ and administrators’ offices. You’ve never visited any of your teachers?”  
 
    I have a feeling Nora won’t like my response. “Not yet. Are we supposed to visit them?”  
 
    Nora rolls her eyes as she answers, “Of course! I try to stop by at least once a week to go over questions I have and make sure our teachers know not to mess with me.”  
 
    I see Harper, exit her office, see Nora and quickly turn the other way. Maybe Nora has been visiting a little too much.  
 
    Nora is oblivious to Harper’s aversion to her, pointing ahead of us at two silver doors that shimmer unnaturally with carved foreign etchings. The doors are framed by two large trees that seem to grow from the wooden floor. 
 
    “Ta-Da, the library—the only place in the school with fortified doors. The metal is said to be made with pure energy. Every important book ever made resides here. Even books that were believed to have been destroyed in the great Roman Fire.” Nora smiles with pure joy, then adds, “Though I’m not sure how Celestials obtained it.”  
 
    As we walk through the entrance, I feel like the library’s fortified doors are almost watching me, making me feel unnerved. The library is six floors high and is full of natural light and colorful auras lighting the glass floors. Each level contains thousands of leather-bound and ancient looking books, which are mixed with newer modern books.  
 
    Nora’s eyes shine as she looks around, happy to share something she loves with me. “Isn’t it beautiful. Anything you need to know is here. Nothing is off limits.” Nora and I walk to the librarians’ desk which is wrapped around a large tree with two silver doors in its trunk. Fortified just like the library’s entrance. Without wasting a moment, Nora places her hands on the glass librarian desk, propelling a lightning bolt to shoot into the top of the large tree behind the desk.  
 
    We hear the fortified doors unlock as a male librarian exits with hair like a cockatoo. He walks towards us in a stiff white suit, frowning at Nora and looking at me with suspicion. His voice is tight with tons of attitude. “What can I help you find today?”  
 
    Nora answers his question with a snark of her own. “Hello, Matt. I need these books.” Nora hands him a list of book titles as she continues to talk. “As you requested last time, I put them in order of genres. I also alphabetized them within each genre. I threw that one in for free.”  
 
    Matt’s expression tells me that it’s a long list. He takes a deep breath as he begins to move the books from different floors and shelfs with bolts of energy—placing them all on the glass desk in front of us. Matt then turns his attention from Nora to me. “And what can I help you with?”  
 
    I turn to Nora. “I’ll meet you by your books. I should be super quick.” I want privacy when I make my book request. Nora squints her eyes suspiciously but leaves anyway. She knows when to vacate, yet another thing I like about her.  
 
    I turn back to Matt and muster up as much confidence as I can. “I’m looking for a book titled, Celestial Messages and Notes from the 1500’s.“  
 
    Matt’s energy quickly shifts as he glances towards the fortified door behind him, then he begins interrogating me with an authority befitting a police officer. “What class would you need that for?”  
 
    “A friend told me about it. I thought it would be an interesting read…” Nerves push me to continue. “To see how things were back then.”  
 
    His neck tightens like a snake swallowing its prey, turning my stomach. “That’s a restricted book. There’s nothing of interest for you. They are notes written by school officials to Celestial leadership. Are you Celestial leadership or a school official?”  
 
    Getting the book will be more difficult than I’d like, but I’m pretty sure that Matt already gave away its location.  
 
    Before I can escape Matt’s gaze, Nora pops up at my side, and I jump. “What’s the issue? Is Matt being a dick again?”  
 
    I try to defuse Nora—not wanting to draw attention to me or to my interest in the book. “No worries—they didn’t have what I needed. It’s no big deal.”  
 
    Nora’s grin is aimed at Matt as she jabs him with her words. “I thought you said you have every book ever created?”  
 
    Matt is in no mood for either of us as his voice drips with venom. “We do have every book, but the journal she wants is off limits. I’m curious how you even know about it.”  
 
    Nora quickly picks up on the nuances of the situation. She leads me to her desk full of books. Matt watches us closely as Nora strategically arranges her books to hide us from his view. She then turns to me suspiciously. “A restricted book? I’m intrigued, do tell.”  
 
    I take a deep breath, not sure of how to explain. Instead of lying, I decide to ask her a question. “Does Matt always work in the library?” 
 
    She notices my nothing answer, but doesn’t press me further. “No, that Norm is only here during the day. There’s another Celestial at night, but it’s scream-queen Gwyneth.”  
 
    At Gwyneth’s name, I grimace. “Oh man, she hates me.”  
 
    “Yea she does. She’s not the biggest fan of mine either. Know who she pretends to hate, but secretly loves?” Nora raises her eyebrows in a provocative way. 
 
    “Good idea. Thanks.” 
 
    Nora continues to study in the library while I leave to find Easton. I find his energy down the hall, and I walk more quickly in his direction. I catch him exiting an office with an extremely dark energy in his core. He doesn’t notice me, turning away. I yell, “Easton! Easton, wait!”  
 
    He reluctantly turns around, looking at me with wounded eyes he quickly hides. He puts up a barrier between us as he talks to me. “What do you need from me?” His normally hidden emotions seem like they’re out of control.  
 
    I’m alarmed by his mood, and I shut our conversation down. “Never-mind. I just… We can talk another time.”  
 
    I turn to leave, then stop when I hear Easton’s tone soften. “Sorry, I’m just having a bad day. I’m not myself.”  
 
    I move closer to him, wanting to understand. “Completely okay. We all have bad days. I’ve had days where I couldn’t get out of bed, the world seemed too much. If you want to talk, I’m here.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine as he says, “Thanks.” His hand hesitates mid-air, just a few inches from mine. It’s like he’s debating whether to hold my hand, like I scare him. 
 
     I try to ease his battle, grabbing his hand and leading him into a closed room, away from the school’s exposed halls. The room is much smaller than I’d hoped for. It is bare and holds one chair and a desk. Maybe a small office for one of the new teachers?  
 
    The close proximity of Easton does a number on my mind as I search for the right words to say. “I found a book that has a written account of the first memory eradication.”  
 
    Easton’s shoulders tense, becoming bulkier. “Where? How did you find it?” 
 
    “It’s in the school library, behind the fortified doors in the center of the room. It’s apparently restricted.”  
 
    “Of course, it is.” He hesitates before asking, “What’s the plan?”  
 
    I take deep breath. “I was hoping you’d help me break it out.”  
 
    Easton’s eyes widen in disbelief, as he smiles slowly. “Let me get this straight. You want to break into the library and steal a restricted book?”  
 
    “Yes, I do. I need your help.” Our energies connect. This is the first time I’ve ever seen him vulnerable, and it lets me drop my guard. 
 
    His words become smoother as he moves a strand of hair from my face. “I’m always down for breaking the rules.” Electricity moves through my body. 
 
    I desperately want to kiss him but fight the urge. “Are you free tonight?”  
 
    He stares at me as if he’s seeing me differently than before. “I’ll come to your place at nine, or would you rather come to mine?”  
 
    I abruptly and awkwardly answer, “Mine. See you then.” I leave Easton in a rush, afraid my energy will take over and I’ll lose control. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - No Library card needed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Easton and I are both dressed for success in dark workout gear, just in case we are forced to perform gymnastics during our heist. We arrive outside the library’s fortified metal doors, and its energy is still unnerving to me.  
 
    I turn from the door and whisper to Easton, “Ready?”  
 
    “Absolutely. I know how to handle Gwyneth. She’ll take the bait, I promise.”  
 
    I take a deep breath, trying to soothe my shaking hands. “What if something unexpected happens? What if I panic?” 
 
    “You can fix it, and if not then we will fix it together. I’ll be watching your energy the whole time. We’ve got this.”  
 
    He says exactly what I need to hear, filling me with the confidence I need. “Okay. Come in one minute after me.” I quickly and quietly enter the library doors, hiding from Gwyneth’s view behind a large bookcase by the entrance. Easton enters exactly one minute after me, and his energy exerts darkness and pure sex appeal as he heads to the librarian’s desk as planned. As Easton gets closer, I spot Gwyneth sitting behind the glass desk right in front of the door I need to enter. My heart aches as I watch him greet her and immediately begin flirting. This was the part of our plan I had the biggest issue with. I didn’t want Easton to play with anyone’s emotions, even if that person is Gwyneth. It felt wrong to me, but without any other ideas, I conceded.  
 
    It’s hard to watch them flirt—almost winking at each other with each word exchanged. My mind imagines sexual innuendoes being spoken. Words I would never say to anyone, let alone Easton.  
 
    I see Gwyneth exit her desk and grab Easton’s arm, then they walk behind a stack of books together. I feel unexpected jealousy, but I need to focus on our plan. My body moves with purpose and force to the fortified doors within the large tree. I look for a panel or something that contains the doors’ energy, but all I see is the door shinning with energy within. This door has a similar hum as the door at the entrance of the library, an energy I can’t understand. Time begins to slip away, and I start panicking. I search for the door’s energy with my own but am unable to find it. It feels disconnected from this location and hidden somewhere I cannot access. Fear shoots through me as I desperately try one more time, unable to abandon my plan. This time I feel a darker energy combine with my own, pushing power through my mind. I recognize the energy as Easton’s and embrace it fully. Our combined energy feels right, filling me with more energy than I thought possible. Together we easily find the fortified door’s energy. With our combined energies, we unlock the door.  
 
    Once I’m inside the room, I feel Easton’s energy leave me. I look around at the expensive artifacts and piles and piles of books. Unable to search them all in time, I call on my energy again and try to copy the book calling trick I saw Matt perform earlier. To my shock it works on the first try, sending a book shooting towards me at a speed too quick for me to catch. The book smacks straight into me like I’m a catcher’s mitt in the MBL and knocks me to the floor. I slowly pick myself up, running out of the library as quickly as possible with the book in my hand.  
 
    I stop at the end of the hall, waiting for Easton. The longer I wait the more I long for his presence. My mind goes over the feeling of our combined energy and how powerful we were together. Easton knew I was in trouble and was there for me. I’ve never experienced anyone knowing what I needed or even caring about my needs besides my father, who always knew what I thought before I did.  
 
    I see the library doors open as Easton exits and begins moving towards me. He stops right in front of me—my energy entwines with his as I give in to my impulse and kiss him without guilt or worry. His lips are soft and fierce at the same time. Easton doesn’t hesitate to return my kiss, picking me up as we both get lost in each other.  
 
   


 
  


 Easton - Clues a plenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as my bedroom door closes my thoughts come tumbling out of my mouth quicker than I want them to. “I felt panic radiating from you and my energy responded. It was like it already knew what to do.” The truth is, I’ve never heard of any two Celestials combining their energies, and I’m seriously starting to doubt that the Darkness is telling me the truth. 
 
    Lili’s face widens in surprise. “My entire life I’ve been hiding who I really am, afraid to stand out, never really living. Tonight, I felt alive for the first time.”  
 
    She’s radiating energy that makes her golden skin glow. I desperately want to kiss her again, but I’m afraid. Afraid of so many things that it’s hard to pinpoint the root.  
 
    Lili’s usual caution and fear seem to be leaving her, and she moves closer to me. “My dad used to tell me that when he first saw my mom, he fell instantly in love. I never believed him, but he insisted. He said my mom was gorgeous and charming, but that wasn’t what drew him to her. He felt an all-consuming power whisper in his ear, saying, ‘She’s the one.’ He said my mom felt the same, but had a harder time understanding the voice. He felt his soul connect to hers, and the rest was history.” I see Lili’s eyes connect with mine, exposing a worry I hoped had left. “I’m not saying that’s us, just that sometimes people are meant to meet… I don’t know.”  
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, you never need to worry about that with me. I can feel your energy like it was my own.” Lili reaches for my hand and I want to touch her, but I fight off the urge. Instead, I grab the book from the couch. “Let’s see what all the fuss was about.” I sit on the couch and Lili sits next to me.  
 
    The book holds the only record of memory eradication, and I know I should be trying to stop Lili from reading it, but I find myself doubting the Darkness’ true intent and want to discover the procedure’s true purpose as much as Lili does.  
 
    The book smells of aged leather and the spine shows no sign of recent use. I flip open the cover and carefully start searching for details on the first memory erasing procedure with Lili reading next to me. Ten minutes into the book, I stumble onto a page that was written about 500 years ago. I anxiously look at Lili and say, “I think I found it.” I begin to read the entry aloud. 
 
      
 
    
     May 21, 1500 
 
       
 
     The first attempt of Celestial training ended disastrously. God’s new Celestials were mostly agreeable, with differing abilities. At first, a few showed promise to be strong, but they quickly became hostile and a threat to us all. It is believed by some that their insubordination is derived from their human birth and the darkness’ hold on Earth. 
 
     A council was formed, and a consensus struck that in order to preserve the integrity of the planet the training program must require all Celestials to expunge their memories of their life with humans.  
 
     Unfortunately, there has been push back within the school from my second in command, Baxoney. He may have been corrupted by the darkness-infected Celestials. Once he is found, he will be questioned and persuaded to the right path.  
 
     Memory eradication is of vital importance to our success and will be executed immediately without interference. 
 
       
 
     - Adem 
 
   
 
      
 
    The message is short but has a couple of clues we can follow. 
 
    Lili starts pacing and silently talking to herself. She stops suddenly turning her attention to me. “Do you know who Baxoney is and why he disagreed with memory eradication?”  
 
    “I’ve never heard of him.” I know a way to possibly get the information, but I don’t think she’ll go for it. “There’s a list of all past and present teachers in the library. I could ask Gwyneth to get it for me.”  
 
    I see hurt flash across Lili’s face. “I’d rather not involve her again. She’s been nothing but mean to me, but I still don’t want to keep using her. It doesn’t feel right… Maybe we can ask Wayward?”  
 
    That is not an option. Asking Gwyneth would be the easiest way, but I don’t press her further. “Let’s not involve anyone else. This could be dangerous.” 
 
    Lili shakes her head in agreement then turns the discussion back to Baxoney. “Doesn’t it say that he disappeared?”  
 
    “It does. How do we find a Celestial who is hiding?”  
 
    Lili purses her lips. “Should I even attempt talking to Adem?”  
 
    “Absolutely not! He would never tell us the truth, and we don’t want to involve Celestial leadership.” Lili and I crash and burn for ten more minutes until we both agree we have no idea how to find Baxoney. Lili leaves with the book, determined to find Baxoney as soon as possible, and I sit in my room alone working out a plan of my own to postpone the Darkness from attacking Lili. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Open House


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Letting others in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Nora sits on the couch, sipping coffee and reading a book; enjoying her two favorite things at once. I see a playful expression spring to her face once she notices my eyes are open. 
 
    “Busy night with Easton?” 
 
     I rise from my bed like a lazy zombie who only craves caffeine heading straight for the Keurig. “He’s my mentor.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. If my mentor was a lady and a stunner like Easton, I’d have late nights studying too!” 
 
    Nora’s PJ’s make me chuckle. She wears a black shirt with a fried egg highlighting each boob and booty shorts with eggs everywhere. “Finding your book boring?”  
 
    Nora laughs and turns her attention back to her novel. “Never!”  
 
    With the effects of the sleepless night still lingering, I saunter to my desk to grab Sax. Her happy energy instantly connects with mine. “Did you find the book?”  
 
    “It was amazing. I’ve never been so scared and so excited.” 
 
    “Don’t keep me waiting, what did it say?” 
 
    “Some Celestial named Baxoney disagreed about erasing memories, then disappeared. I want to talk to him to find out why.”  
 
    Sax responds quickly, stopping me before I can finish. “Baxoney is an original Celestial and was a teacher at Cognosco, but after that he seems to have disappeared. His energy is missing from both planes on Earth.”  
 
    “How do we find him then?”  
 
    “In order to find anyone on Earth, all you need is an object with their energy attached to it. Baxoney was one of the first teachers in the school and worked with one of your current teachers, Harper. Maybe she knows of such an object.” I start to think of how to broach the subject with Harper when Sax’s voice becomes frightened. “They’re searching the rooms. Get rid of the book now.”  
 
    With only two ways out of my bedroom, I run to my large bedroom window, opening the frame quickly as Sax urges me to hurry. I toss the hardcover out the window and catch it mid-air with my energy. I use everything I have to safely float the book away from the school, placing it by the lightning gate that surrounds Cognosco.  
 
    I take a deep breath as I close the window and turn around. Nora’s staring at me with an open mouth and a shocked expression. Crap, I completely forgot she was here. I start to explain what she saw when both our bodies freeze, and our bedroom door flings open with a loud thud that echoes within our stone walled room. 
 
    Two Celestial guards, one blonde and the other brunette, enter our room followed by Wayward. He has an apologetic expression on his expressive face, which seeps into his voice. “Sorry for the intrusion, ladies. A book was stolen from the library last night, and Celestial leadership wants it found. The book’s energy source was located in this section of the school. Our school guards have accompanied me here to help procure it.” As he talks the Celestial guards stand together in the center of our room. The tow-headed and chestnut-haired Celestials both wear golden plated chest armor with wings etched into the metal. They march to opposite sides of the room, each producing a lightning bolt that spreads through our dorm in search of the missing book. After only a minute of searching, both bolts disappear. The blonde Celestial walks to Wayward, whispering in his ear.  
 
    Wayward listens intently then smiles in our direction, his showman mannerisms returning. “Looks like the book isn’t here. You’re both in the clear.” Wayward follows behind his guards, giving us a warning before he exits. “If you know of anything or anyone involved in the incident, please report it. The punishment will be severe for those involved, and for those who don’t come forward with evidence.” The door closes behind him, giving Nora and I control of our bodies again. 
 
    Nora paces the room before stopping and looking at me, determination in her eyes. “I try to not get involved in other’s business. In fact, I make a point of it, but what is happening? Why do you have powers? What book did you steal? And why did you steal it?”  
 
    I’ve always been fearful to share my secrets. I never told my parents about my powers, afraid they’d think I’m a freak, but that’s basically what caused my dad’s death. I told him too late, and my fearfulness killed him. I can’t do the same thing again. “I’ll tell you all that I know.” I tell Nora about when I first noticed my abilities, my premonitions of The Darkness, how a spirit has been warning me, about Baxoney and about Easton. Nora interrogates me like supreme court judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 
 
    After her questions die down, she sits silently for far too long. Eventually, she turns to me with a concerned expression. “Wow, you really are an Ab-bi. That seems like a lot to have to keep to yourself.”  
 
    “I’m used to it.” 
 
    She takes an elongated beat before standing up with rage. “Wayward can suck it. We’ll figure this out together.” 
 
    I may not have had real friends before coming to Cognosco, but Nora makes up for all my years alone. “Thanks for the offer, but I...”  
 
    Nora interjects quickly. “Nonsense, I’m going to go to the library to start researching how to perform energy locations. Your sixteenth birthday is coming up, and time is of the essence.” Nora begins to exit right as Easton comes busting through our door in a panic. He stops midway through the room when he notices Nora staring at him. She shakes her head and tells him, “I know everything—no need to worry. She threw the book out, used energy to propel it and wasn’t caught. All is safe in our room.” Nora beams and struts from our room in style.  
 
    Easton’s energy is full of worry as he tries to hide his concern. “I’m glad you weren’t caught.”  
 
    “Ha, me too.” I feel sparks tingling my skin, wanting so desperately for him to hold me, but instead he’s keeping his distance. “I may have found a way to locate Baxoney. We just have to find an object with his energy. There’s a teacher here that may know where to find it.”  
 
    Easton replies skeptically, “What teacher would that be?” 
 
    “Harper, my Celestial History teacher.”  
 
    “I remember her—she isn’t my biggest fan. I lied about doing an assignment and I should have backed down, but I never did. She never let it go and always thinks the worst of me.” Easton takes a deep breath before continuing. “We have no idea if we can trust her, or anyone for that matter.”  
 
    “I understand your fear, but there comes a point when you have to trust others. Otherwise, you’ll never trust anyone.”  
 
    Easton can see he’s not going to win this one, so he shrugs and says, “It’s your decision. Just know that one of the people you trust will let you down.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Harper 
 
      
 
      
 
    After weeks of gaining Harper’s trust I finally decide to proceed with asking her about Baxoney. I enter her small office, which is painted purple. There’s a couple of ancient statues and a ton of different plane models and artwork dating from the early 1800s.  
 
    Harper greets me with a question as I take in her office’s decor. “Do you have a fondness for planes, Lili?”  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to travel in one, but I’ve yet to book a ride.” 
 
    “I see. You of course have deducted from my office that I have a fascination with aircraft. Can you guess why?”  
 
    I think about the things Harper has said in class—how she admires people taking a path less traveled. “Is it because humans found a way to fly, even though they were never meant to?”  
 
    Harper’s eyes soften as she responds with sincerity. “For someone to achieve something that no one else imagined is a special thing. The Wright Brothers imagined humans could fly, so they created the plane even though those around them said it couldn’t be done.”  
 
    It’s interesting when you see someone’s real passion—it lights up their eyes. “I guess I’ve never thought of it that way.”  
 
    Harper motions for me to sit. “I know you need to get to your next class, so let’s move on to why you came here.”  
 
    Fear tells me not to trust her, but I ignore it, pushing it down deep. “This may seem weird, but I was curious if you remember a Celestial named Baxoney. He was a teacher here when the school first opened up.”  
 
    I feel fright enter her normally bubbly energy. “Why are you asking?”  
 
    “He’s hiding and I need to find him. I can’t tell you why, but I can tell you that I mean him no harm.“ 
 
    Harper stays silent for a while before responding. “I promised you trust on your first day, and that’s what I’ll give you. Please don’t make me regret helping you.” 
 
    “I won’t.”  
 
    She nods. “Baxoney did teach here a while back, and I considered him a friend during that time.”  
 
    A spark of hope ignites in me as I ask, “You were friends? What was he like?” 
 
    She softly smiles in remembrance. “He was stubborn and proud, very unfriendly. “  
 
    His description reminds me of Easton. “Do you happen to have an object he touched? Something with his energy attached?”  
 
    “Why would you need that?”  
 
    I take a breath and try to answer carefully. “I need to find him.”  
 
    She grabs my forearm from across her desk and begins searching my energy. I allow her to see all of me, making myself vulnerable to her. I hope she sees good and not evil. Her eyes widen in surprise as she quickly gets up and grabs a round metal case in the bottom drawer of her desk. “Inside this case is Baxoney’s energy ball. He left it on my desk the night he vanished. Each ball can be traced, so it must stay in this case until you need to use it.” Harper opens the case to show me a small metal ball with Celestial etchings on it which I’ve previously seen used by Elizabeth, who came to my house on my fifteenth birthday.  
 
    She closes the case and hands it to me, filling me with questions. “What does the ball do?”  
 
    “An energy ball is given to all Celestials after they graduate. It grants access to our Verve, the Celestial City, from Earth. It’s similar to a transporter.”  
 
    The lights of the room begin to flash to warn that class is about to begin.  
 
    I feel gracious for the help. “Thank you, Harper.”  
 
    I turn to leave with the ball case in my pocket when I hear Harper say, “Have someone help you with locating Baxoney. Energy location can be dangerous if the person you’re locating doesn’t want to be found.”  
 
    I nod and leave her office as I replay her warning in my head. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Energy practice 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baxoney’s energy ball burns a hole in my pocket, making each minute of my energy class feel like an eternity. The voice of my teacher, Blake, vibrates through the room. “All right. Find your partner and start searching each other’s energies. I know some of you haven’t been able to connect yet, but maybe today is your day.” 
 
    Everyone scrambles around trying to locate their partner. James comes to my side and asks, “Want to team up?”  
 
    “Of course.” James is a perfect partner to have. He’s generous and is already aware I have abilities—allowing me to let loose. I see Nora in the corner of the room with her newest fling, Lauren. She looks in my direction pointing at Lauren and making an exaggerated wink in my direction.  
 
    James nervously asks, “Lili—do you mind if I go first? I need all the practice I can get.”  
 
    I nod then begin prepping myself to be searched. I put on a happy facade to hide all my insecurity and secrets beneath. I’ve been able to hide my true self for my entire life, so protecting my energy from James comes naturally. “I’m ready. You’ve got this.”  
 
    James’ face twists in concentration as he works to use his energy. I don’t feel him searching me at all or expanding his energy from his core. I feel his energy trying to expand but unable to separate from his body. After a couple of minutes, I see James look defeated.  
 
    His puppy dog eyes swim with emotions as he says, “I guess it’s another thing I’m unable to do.” James has had problems in all of our classes. He hasn’t found what abilities he’s good at yet—which has left him insecure.  
 
     I try to help him by touching his forehead and instructing him, “Your mind is too tense, loosen up. Stop trying to control it. Be one with your energy and expand together. You’re not its master, nor is it yours.” James’ face loosens as he looks at me with hope, trying again to expand his abilities. I can tell he’s on the brink of getting it, so I grab his hand and show him how I work with my energy. His confidence increases as he slowly begins to get it. 
 
    With newfound confidence, he tries to use his energy again. I feel him lightly searching me in a tender way. I let go of James’ hand and his energy returns to his body as he exclaims, “That was amazing! I can’t believe how powerful you are. Your energy is the most radiant thing I’ve ever experienced.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’ve had a lot longer to practice.” 
 
    James moves closer to me as he whispers in my ear, “What is the best part of being able to manipulate energy amongst humans?” 
 
    I answer him away from his ear, not wanting to be too intimate with him. “It was hard being so different, but my abilities made me realize that everyone has something going on that we can’t see on the surface. Most of the bad is a trickle effect. One person does something to another, and it spreads and grows bigger. I guess it’s given me insights I wouldn’t have had without it.”  
 
    He sweetly looks at me and I feel guilty as I feel him open his heart to me. “I love the way you see things. You’re like no one else I’ve ever met.” James is handsome and sweet, basically the epitome of the boyfriend I’ve always dreamed of before I met Easton. That’s the tricky thing with dreams—they never seem to work out the way you think, though sometimes that’s for the best. 
 
    James begins moving around nervously. “What are your plans later tonight? A bunch of students are going to Austin to check out a band at Stubs. Do you want to come?” My emotions contradict each other as I debate how to answer. I’ve grown up being isolated and alone. Not because others refused to include me, but because I chose to isolate myself. I can think of a thousand reasons to not go, but I’m tired of standing on the sideline. I’ve started to fit in here and make real friends, and I don’t want to lose that.  
 
    I respond quickly to get the words out before I talk myself out of it. “Sure. Can we leave at seven? I have to do something after class.”  
 
    A huge grin spreads across James’ face. “Of course! I’ll see you at the transport station at seven.” The transport station is how students get in and out of campus on the weekends. It has locations that are deemed appropriate for us to visit already programed into its route.  
 
    “James, is it cool if I invite Easton to join?”  
 
    I see his face drop. “Sure, he can come,” he answers in a tight voice.  
 
    Blake pops his head between us, looking displeased as he says, “No more jibber jabber, get back to work you two.”  
 
    I mischievously smile at James. “I guess it’s my turn.”  
 
    He nods and opens his energy to me. “I’m open and ready!”  
 
    I quickly feel connected to his emotions. He loves his mother more than anyone. I feel pain and rejection aimed at his father. Then there’s lust… I quickly exit James’ mind, not wanting to dig any further.  
 
    I turn my powers elsewhere, feeling everyone’s energy within the room. The stronger I get with my abilities the bolder I become as I start to search outside the classroom. I notice a dark energy by the library, someone who was previously hidden from me. I start moving closer to it, trying to see whose energy it is, when I notice a shift in its vigor as it disappears like it didn’t exist at all.  
 
    A familiar girl spirit enters my mind. “Disconnect. You’re in danger.”  Her warning startles me as I pull my energy back, retreating from the Darkness.  
 
    The energy felt exactly like the Darkness in my dream. It has been in the school hiding from me.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Complications


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Find and Seek 
 
      
 
      
 
    I answer my front door and am confronted by Gwyneth in a low-cut shirt and short skirt. She has a cocky grin on her face as she pushes her way into my bedroom. “Happy to see me?”  
 
    My answer is obvious and written all over my irritated face. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    Her voice turns nasty. “You know, I knew something was up. You almost had me convinced you cared for her.” 
 
    Her words worry me. “Your point being?”  
 
    Gwyneth pauses for dramatic effect, taking pleasure in making me wait. “I was sent by a mutual friend to ensure you remain on task with Lili.”  
 
    Of course, the Darkness would recruit Gwyneth. She’s damaged just like me. My actions must be raising alarms, and I’ll have to be more careful if I’m going to survive. “I see. Well, I’m glad someone else is involved. You can report back that I’m on-track and there’s nothing to worry about.” Our conversation is suddenly interrupted by a loud knock on my door. We both remain quiet, unsure of who’s on the other side. 
 
    The knocks turn more forceful, trailed by Lili yelling, “Easton, I can feel you in there! Are you okay?” I push Gwyneth into my closet and give her a threatening look before I rush to answer. I exit my room quickly so Lili doesn’t try to come inside.  
 
    Her confused eyes meet mine. “Easton, are you okay? Your energy felt…” 
 
    I cut her off before she can finish. “Not here, we will talk about it later, just not now.” I wish I could explain everything to her, but I’m too deep within my own web of lies that I’ve lost sight of everything that matters.  
 
    I turn to go back inside my room when Lili grabs my arm and pulls me back to her. “Easton, I felt darkness within the school. We need to find Baxoney, now.” 
 
    Her discovery terrifies me to the core. “Are you hurt?”  
 
    “No, I’m okay. Just shaken up.”  
 
    I’m can’t stop myself from grabbing her in my arms to hold her. Her energy entangles with mine as I quietly tell her, “I’ll be in your room as soon as possible. Wait for me there.”  
 
    She responds with a whisper of her own that sends shivers down my spine. “Okay. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I hesitantly let her go and open my bedroom door to get rid of Gwyneth. To my surprise she’s standing at my room’s entrance, cruelly smiling in my direction. I slam the door and turn towards Lili hoping she didn’t see. But I instantly know she did, as Lili’s pain and betrayal flood my energy. Her eyes fill with tears before she turns from me.  
 
    “Lili, please don’t go. It’s not what you think.”  
 
    She turns towards me again, and I can feel the hurt coursing through her body. “It’s not? Then what is she doing in your room and why did you hide it from me?” I search for the right thing to say, unable to explain Gwyneth’s presence quick enough. Lili takes my silence as an admittance of guilt. “It’s fine. I have plans tonight anyway. I’m going to Stubbs with friends. Don’t worry about it—it’s not like we are a couple.” She turns again, this time walking away.  
 
    I return to my room in a daze, unsure of how to fix this. 
 
    My mind is consumed by the pain I felt seeping from Lili. I need to get to her before irreparable damage is done, and to do that I have to get Gwyneth to leave. She stares at me with no remorse, and it takes all my control to not kill her where she stands. The Darkness thinks I’ve gone off script and I need to be brought back into the fold, so I’ve got to play this delicately if I’m going to convince them I’m still on their side.  
 
    Gwyneth looks at me with false condolences. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for her to see me.”  
 
    My voice raises, and I don’t even try to hide my rage. “I’ve been working on this for months, and you’ve been involved for one day and have possibly ruined everything with your childish games.” 
 
    Gwyneth suspiciously asks, “Do you have real feelings for her, Easton?”  
 
    I push my feelings for Lili deep down. “Of course not, I have a job to do and that’s where it ends. I’m not like you. I don’t let my emotions control me,” I respond steadily. 
 
    I see her face darken as she moves towards me with anger. “That’s not what I heard. You’ve had a lot of time to corrupt her, and yet she’s still good. You don’t seem to be doing your job at all. Maybe I should give it a go.”  
 
    My rage comes boiling out as I lift Gwyneth in the air with my energy. I slowly move below her to speak to her the only way she’ll understand. “It’s my job, and I will do what I have to when the timing and circumstances are right. You tell the Darkness if it doesn’t trust me it can talk with me.” I release her, and she drops to the floor and lands on her feet. 
 
    She grabs my arm as she lustfully says, “All your power and rage makes me want you even more. We were great together; everyone feared us.”  
 
    She wraps her arms around me, trying to kiss me, but I push her away with disgust. “I have no interest in you. You’re a mess who ruins everything you touch.”  
 
    “You better be careful, Easton. One word from me, and Lili and you are finished.”  
 
   


 
  


 Easton - Party Like it's Austin  
 
      
 
      
 
    I stand in line, waiting for my turn to use Cognosco’s transporter. The school’s transporter is located in a spherical house within Cognosco’s garden. The outside of the transporter room is an ivy covered shed, but the inside is luxurious, with golden columns and glass electricity transporters that line the walls. Celestials use Earth’s natural energy vivacity channels to travel to and from every popular location on the planet, never wanting to waste a single moment performing mundane tasks, like traveling.  
 
    I enter one of the transporters and I’m immediately prompted by the transporter program, which sounds androgynous and sterile. “Hello, Easton. Where would you like to go?” 
 
    “Austin, Texas.” The exchange is completed, and the transporter moves steadfast through an electrical current. I hear a chime telling me I’ve arrived as the transporter program says, “Austin, Texas, eight PM local time. The weather is sixty-nine degrees. Enjoy your visit.”  
 
    I exit the ball into a Celestial club in downtown Austin. The room is dark but lighted by a fake sky with stars and planets on the walls and ceilings. I hurry from the room, determined to get to Stubbs and to Lili as fast as possible.  
 
    Stubbs is packed full of people and Celestials. The music is blaring as the crowd’s emotions flow with the beat of the band, setting my abilities on edge. I search the room for Lili’s energy, but she’s nowhere to be found.  
 
    I feel a mass of Celestials in the back of the bar and recognize Sebastian amongst the crowd. I hesitate to speak with him, but decide to head in his direction just in case he knows where Lili is.  
 
    Sebastian beams as I near, speaking to me as though we are best friends. “Fan of the band? 
 
    I glance towards the stage, noticing men with boots and cowboy hats on. “Never heard of them. I was hoping to run into Lili. Have you seen her?” 
 
    ”She hasn’t arrived yet, but I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”  
 
    I’m relieved that I haven’t missed her, and I sit down next Sebastian. 
 
    He playfully smiles at me, and his lively voice dances with each word he speaks. “I got the pleasure of bringing Lili to school. I like her, she’s different from almost every Celestial I’ve ever met.” What does Sebastian know? Does he work for the Darkness? Back when we were friends, Sebastian was always cryptic, almost as though he was playing a game none of us were in on.  
 
    I carefully respond to him, trying to find information without giving myself away. “Yes, I agree. You said she’s different from almost every Celestial. Is there anyone you’re refereeing to in particular?” Sebastian’s grin tells me he’s happy I discovered his hidden clue.  
 
    “I’ve been around for as long as the Earth has been in existence. Lili has similarities to another Celestial I met many years ago.”  
 
    I continue down the rabbit hole. “Which Celestial would that be?”  
 
    “Her name is not of importance. Lili’s similarity to her is what really matters.”  
 
    “Similarity in what way?” 
 
    Sebastian playfully winks. “Exactly.” 
 
    I feel Lili enter Stubbs, ending our conversation abruptly. She looks unlike herself, in a tight dress and hanging on the arm of James. My jealousy comes snarling out as I try to tame the beast inside of me using the fear of losing her as my remedy.  
 
    Before I realize it, I’m standing in front of Lili, not remembering walking to her. “Lili, can I talk with you privately?” I watch James stiffen up, angry to see me ruin his date.  
 
    Lili’s face is devoid of emotion. “I’m here with my friend. We already talked earlier tonight. There’s nothing left to say.”  
 
    Her distance to me hurts, but I push through my heavy emotions. I’m desperate to talk with her. “Lili, please, just for a second.”  
 
    Her kindness wins out as she senses the desperation behind my words. “Okay, just for a minute.” She turns towards James, saying, “Just give me a second. I’ll be right back.” She walks across the restaurant into the secluded back patio area as I follow behind.  
 
    Once we are alone, she asks, “Why was Gwyneth in your bedroom?”  
 
    I muster the strength to reply to her. To explain the best I can. “Gwyneth stopped by before you got there.” I want to continue with the full truth, but the Darkness inside of me persuades me to lie. The words come pouring out of my mouth before I can stop them. “Then you showed up and I got scared that you would misunderstand, so I hid it from you. I shouldn’t have done that, but I was scared to lose you.” 
 
     She stares at me searching. “If you’re not honest with me I can’t trust you, Easton.” Her eyes are beautifully open, begging me to be honest.  
 
    The problem is I don’t know how to explain what I’m dealing with. How when I’m with her I feel lighter, like a better version of myself. How I’ve planned for her arrival for almost a year, hating her the entire time. How when I first felt her energy my hate was replaced with something else, something unexpected. How I’m now trying to stop her destruction, but I was initially a part of it. If I tell her all this, she will never forgive me, and I selfishly can’t risk losing her. “Lili, life is dark and complicated. At least for me it is. You see goodness and kindness in others, and I see death and destruction. I try to be honest and kind, but it feels unnatural, except for when I’m with you.”  
 
    Lili stares at me with doubt on her face. “My life is complicated too, but if I can’t trust you, then I can’t see a future together.”  
 
    Her words cause my darkness to lash out in jealousy. Envy for a life without lies and plots. “I’m sure spending time with James isn’t complicated. James is superficial and simple, seeing a beauty queen he wants to mount.” 
 
    She sharply replies, “James is my friend.” She takes a deep breath in exhaustion. “Easton, just give me some time to think things through.”  
 
    “You’re my…I. I’m sorry.” I defeatedly turn to leave and see Sebastian and James watching me. Anger surges from me as I briskly walk towards the exit, the music’s beat pushing me forward. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Urgency


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Making Moves 
 
      
 
      
 
    James is talking to a pretty girl who is obviously into him. I walk towards him and see him gesture to the Miranda Kerr look alike that I’ve returned. She sadly trollops away, like a pixey looking for a unicorn to ride.  
 
    James looks down at me with puppy dog eyes as he asks, “Everything okay?”  
 
    “We had a good talk.” I brace myself for his disappointment, as I continue. “I hate to be a downer, but I’m not in the mood to be out tonight. Is it okay if I see you tomorrow?”  
 
    James’ face drops. “I understand.” He pauses with hidden frustration, then continues to speak. “Can I ask you the same thing Easton did, will you just give me a couple of moments to talk to you? We just got here, and I’d love to have at least five minutes of fun before we leave.”  
 
    James has been a great friend, and if anyone deserves a moment of my time it would be him, so I agree. “I’m sorry, five minutes of fun sounds nice.” 
 
    James smiles, grabbing me by the hand as he pulls me into the band’s audience. The crowd sways and moves to the beat of the music, and I become overcome by the room’s joy and happiness. The heavy strums pounding through the speakers makes me almost forget about Easton, the darkness and my visions as I dance in the audience.  
 
    The song ends and James pulls me back to our table with gentle hands that strongly pull me. “Tell me about your family. We’ve never really talked about them.”  
 
    I try to catch my breath before answering. “My parents had problems conceiving. They had given up hope, then boom they were pregnant. I was their miracle baby.” James kindly smiles and I slowly continue. “I never really lived up to the life plan they’d laid out for me. Their purpose for me wasn’t mine, though I did try to be the social, smart, beauty queen they had envisioned. Being able to feel other’s energies isn’t always a positive. We had great moments though, filled with fun and laughter, which I miss.” Luckily the sound in the room hides my wobbly voice filled with pain. 
 
    James grabs my hand and squeezes it compassionately. “It must have been hard to feel energies, and not understand it. Can you feel any energies here?”  
 
    “Before I went to school, it was impossible for me to be in large crowds. Too many emotions in my head, I couldn’t handle it. But after learning how to block other energies in school, it seems to be manageable.” 
 
    Not wanting to linger too long in a conversation about my abilities, I ask James about his life. “What about your family?”  
 
    James coyly responds, “We have one similarity with our family lives. My parents had problems conceiving too, but the difference is that their fertility issues started a slow process of driving a wedge between them. I never really saw love there, just bitterness and resentment. Eventually my dad cheated with a co-worker and ended up moving in with her and starting a new family.” I can feel James’ pain within his energy. It’s large and intense, overshadowing all other emotions within the room.  
 
    I look at his face and find a mixture of anger and sorrow that’s hard to look at. “You lived with your mom, right? Are you guys close?”  
 
    James’ eyes and nose crinkle  at the mention of his mother. As he talks about her, love fills his energy. “Yes, she’s very sweet and loving. She always picked me up from school with a humongous smile and curly fries, ready to talk about my day.”  
 
    “She sounds sweet. Why curly fries?”  
 
    “I don’t really remember how it started, but there was local drive thru in town called Smithy’s, and they had the most amazing fries in town. So crispy! I loved them, so my mom made sure to bring them to me. She did it every day without fail.”  
 
    James moves his chair even closer to me as he leans in and asks, “What about relationships? Did you have many boyfriends?” 
 
    “I once went out with a guy from my school, and it didn’t go well. He…let’s just say he wasn’t interested in my mind. I was done with the idea of a boyfriend after that.”  
 
    James grabs my hand. “I’m so sorry, guys like that are inexcusable. You’re so much more than your appearance.” I feel uncomfortable where this conversation is going. “You deserve a guy that’s going to treat you right.”  
 
    I stand up, removing my hand from his as I say, “Thanks. I had fun, but I really do need to get home.” James’ energy fills with anger and rejection, making me feel horrible.  
 
    He stands and choppily says, “Copy that. I guess our five minutes are up.”  
 
    Right before we walk out of Stubbs, I feel a spirit’s energy approach, quickly recognizing it as the girl who warned me many times before. Her foreboding voice enters my mind. “Don’t trust anyone. The school isn’t safe. Find Baxoney.” She disappears quickly like a light being blown out by a hurricane. The time for having fun is over. I need to find Baxoney as soon as possible if I’m going to survive.


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Unexpected talk 
 
      
 
      
 
    I get up early, determined to find Easton and resolve our issues. The warning last night reminded me of my vision, and I don’t have time to waste fighting about Gwyneth. I check Easton’s room for his energy, which is nowhere to be found in the area. I stop walking and concentrate on expanding my search for Easton. I quickly locate him downstairs in the back of the school. I prepare myself for a complicated conversation, going over the best and worst-case scenarios in my mind. As I’m walking down the hall, I pass the library and remember my first kiss with Easton and how our energies blended perfectly. I continue to walk farther down the hall until I end my search at a large office in the back of the school.  
 
    I knock on the door and a booming voice calls out, “Come in! My office is always open.”  
 
    I enter the room and don’t see Easton anywhere. I do see Wayward sitting at his desk looking at me quizzically. There’s a large wooden bookcase behind him with ornate decorations, and he sits at an oversized wooden desk, which looks presidential in style. “Hello, Ms. Araica. What can I help you with?”  
 
    Oh no. I swore Easton was here, and now I have no idea what to say. I hear my voice begin to speak without giving my brain any warning. “I hope I’m not bothering you. I just wanted to check in and get to know you better.” I have no idea why I said that, but it would be nice to know more about Wayward. Maybe I can find something out about memory eradication.  
 
    He responds to my request with a kind smile and excitement in his voice. “That’s very nice. I’d love to get to know you better! What would you like to know?”  
 
    “You’ve run the school since the beginning, right? How’d you get that job?”  
 
    He softly laughs as though he’s recalling a memory. “Well, I was the Celestial who ran messages between Adem and Michael. Trying to make peace between the two Celestial parties was difficult. It was a tireless job but both sides trusted me, making me a perfect fit to run the school.”  
 
    That’s interesting. He wasn’t attached to Adem or Michael. “How were you able to be unattached? Is that allowed?”  
 
    His face twists and shoulders sag. “No, unfortunately. I wish it was different sometimes, less political.”  
 
    He watches me judiciously, and I try to respond in a reassuring way. “Yea, it would be nice to have more freedom of choice.”  
 
    His eyes beam with pleasure. “You’re right. I guess that’s why I never fit in to Adem’s or Michael’s sides. I think differently than most Celestials. I’m glad to see I’ve finally met someone who has a similar mentality. If only I was powerful enough to change other things.”  
 
    I hesitate before asking, “What else would you like to change?”  
 
    He responds quickly as though he knew my question before I asked it. “I’m not sure about memory eradication, but what can I do?” He gives me a knowing look.  
 
    I’m shocked by his admittance. Excitement pushes me forwards as I ask, “Really?! What don’t you like about it?” Suddenly Wayward’s door flies open as Easton stands in the doorway out of breath.  
 
    He’s projecting rage as he stares at me. “Lili, I’ve been searching for you. We need to talk.”  
 
    I’m startled by Easton’s heavy arrival and irritated by his timing. “I’ll be there in a minute—we were just finishing up here.”  
 
    Wayward suspiciously looks at Easton as his demeanor and tone changes. They don’t seem to care for each other. “It’s fine. I have work to do anyway.” Wayward turns to me and continues with a softer voice. “Lili, it was a pleasure to talk with you more. You’re a very special young lady. We will have to finish our talk later. You and Easton enjoy your breakfast.” I feel my face flush as Easton puts his hand on my back and leads me out of his office. 
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 Lili - Tough Terrain Ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Easton leads me down the hall into the food court. His shoulders are tight, and his jaw clenches as he listens to me speak. “Easton, stop walking. What’s wrong?”  
 
    He slightly sways, like he’s fighting a battle within himself. “What were you doing in Wayward’s office?”  
 
    “I felt your energy there. I didn’t even know it was his office until I was inside. Why, what are you worried about?”  
 
    Easton’s takes a deep breath as he tries to calm himself. “Wayward has a lot of political power. He’s not someone whose bad side you want to be on. You don’t want him to notice you or take an interest in you at all. I was nervous you’d exposed your abilities.”  
 
    Easton’s worry is genuine, though misplaced. “Well, I didn’t expose anything. I appreciate you caring, though.” His eyes soften. Easton moves towards me, then changes his mind.  
 
    It feels wrong for us to both feel unsure of each other, making me assess my own feelings about him lying about Gwyneth. “Easton, I’m sorry for how harsh I was to you last night. I thought a lot about our fight and decided I acted out of hurt and jealousy. I understand why you lied and forgive you. Can you forgive me?”  
 
    I feel relief burst from Easton’s energy. “I don’t need to forgive you; you didn’t do anything wrong.” He looks down at me with perplexity as he asks, “How do you forgive so freely? Aren’t you afraid I’ll hurt you again? “  
 
    “I grew up with my mom holding resentments towards others for my whole life. I saw how her grudges hurt her, and I don’t want that for myself. I try to remember how horrible I felt when my mom didn’t forgive me and used that feeling to help me choose another path. I use it to forgive and move on.” Easton moves closer to me, bending down and kissing me lightly. His velvet lips make my face feel flushed.  
 
    Checking to be sure that no one is nearby, Easton asks me, “Yesterday, you told me you found an object with Baxoney’s energy. Have you used it to find him yet?”  
 
     “No, not yet. I have no idea how to locate an energy. Plus, Harper told me it’s dangerous to locate a Celestial that doesn’t want to be found. I was hoping you would want to help me.”  
 
    Easton contemplates my request, answering with uncertainty. “I don’t know what help I can be. I’ve never located an energy before. I’m not sure it’s even taught in the school.”  
 
    “That’s okay. Nora’s been researching how to find energies ever sinse I told her about my chat with Harper.”  
 
    Easton and I quickly head back to my room. We burst through the door and are immediately confronted by Nora throwing a book at us as her frightened scream make us freeze in place.  
 
    I try to control my giggles as I say, “Sorry, Nora.”  
 
    Nora is wearing her favorite cupcake onesie and has her hair in a ponytail. She’s sitting on the couch, and once she gains her composure her words come pouring out of her mouth like a faucet overflowing. “Hi, guys. Please don’t bore me with small talk. I have more important news. I found the best way to do an energy location, and it seems pretty simple.”  
 
    Excitement courses through my body as I run to Nora to hug her. “Thank you! You’re amazing!”  
 
    She grins at me as she pats my back like I’m a stranger off the street. I break the hug, taking her hint. She sticks her tongue out at me as she picks up her book from the floor and turns it to the right page. Easton and I move closer, reading over Nora’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    
     CELESTIAL ENERGY LOCATION  
 
     - All Celestials’ energy is different, leaving traces in places it has been and objects the energy has touched. This allows all Celestials to be traceable. 
 
     DIRECTIONS:  
 
     1. Take the object with the energy you want to track and connect your energy to the energy attached to the object. If more than one energy is attached, then connect to each energy until you find the right one. 
 
     2. Once you’ve located the precise energy, concentrate on locating that energy. Once the right connection is made, your energy will travel from you to the energy you want located. 
 
   
 
      
 
    After I finish reading, I turn to Nora. “I didn’t notice anything mentioned about finding Celestials that don’t want to be found. Did you come across anything referring to that?”  
 
    Nora’s face twists. “No. I looked everywhere. All I can figure is it’s never happened before.” Easton and I look at each other, both worried about the other performing the energy location. It’s hard to prepare for danger when you don’t know what to prepare for.  
 
    Easton starts talking first, beating me to the punch. “I feel confident that I should search for Baxoney’s energy. The danger could be dark, and I have more experience dealing with that.”  
 
    Before I came to Cognosco I used to hide from danger, like a stick insect hiding in the tall grass, but I’ve been in danger every day since coming to school, and I’m starting to gain confidence that I didn’t have before. “This is my mission, so I’m going to perform the location of Baxoney. I appreciate your concern, but I couldn’t live with myself if you got hurt.” Easton doesn’t respond, staring at me with worry.  
 
    I take the encased ball out of my pocket and open the case. The ball shines as it rotates around. As if I’m watching in slow motion, I see Easton grab the ball from inside the case and use his energy to prevent me from moving.  
 
    Our eyes connect as he says, “I’m sorry.” All I can do is watch as Easton closes his eyes and connects with the energy inside the ball. Once my body is released, I run to his side both worried for his safety and angry he took my choice away. There’s not much Nora and I can do about it now.  
 
    Our bedroom becomes silent as we both intently watch Easton. His closed eyelids flutter, and his body remain still and loose. After a couple of minutes, Nora walks to stand beside me and grabs my arm in a caring way. Nora is not much for shows of affection, so her attempt to comfort me makes me feel seen, in the best way possible. 
 
    I notice Easton’s body tensing. His hands suddenly clench into fists as his body straightens like a board. He falls off the couch and begins convulsing on the floor. I’m unsure what to do or how to help him, so I run to my gnosis and ask Sax for help. As soon as I activate her, she begins instructing me. “Lili you must connect to his energy and bring him back.” I quickly jump on top of him and try to connect my energy to his. It’s hard for me to make the connection because his body is almost completely severed from his energy.  
 
    I disconnect from Easton, connecting to Sax again in a panic. “Sax, his energy is disconnected. How do I get it back? I can’t find it. Help!”  
 
    Sax’s answer is quick. “Search for his energy. Using his body’s remaining vitality to find him. Try to bring his energy back. You can do this. You are powerful.” I quickly disconnect from Sax and get back on top of Easton, wrapping my arms around his chest. I find enough of his energy left for me to locate him, swiftly following his energy through the vivacity channel to its location.  
 
    I enter a space absent of emotion, violently breaking my connection to Easton. I don’t feel sorrow or joy, scaring me to my core. There’s grey everywhere I look, with balls of light that seem out of place. I move closer to a ball and see a scene of someone’s life play out inside it.  
 
    There’s a young girl, playing baseball with a man. She hits the man in the head, and he laughs as he runs after her.  
 
    There are thousands of balls throughout the space. So many pieces it would take me forever to locate Easton within them. The longer I stay within the space, the less fear I feel. My energy begins to drain of everything I value. I take a deep breath and try to reconnect to my feelings for Easton. How I feel for him and how I felt the first time our energies reconnected. 
 
    In a space devoid of emotions, my feelings towards Easton help reestablish our connection. His energy lights up within the grey space and I move towards it thinking of our bond the entire time. I find him lost amongst the masses, unattached to everything that he cares about. I grab his energy tightly, entwining him to me effortlessly. We move through the space and back to our bodies together.  
 
    My body is still wrapped around Easton’s, but I don’t feel his energy yet. I put my head to his heart hoping for it to beat again. The longer I wait, the harder it is to hope he’ll return. The thought of not seeing him again hurts everywhere, reminding me of the loss of my father.  
 
    Suddenly, I hear him catch his breath as his heart begins to beat. His eyes slowly open, and I bury my face in his chest to hide my tears. Easton wraps his arms around me tightly, and I feel his energy getting stronger. We hold each other in silence, neither of us saying a word; understanding everything that is unsaid between us.  
 
    Once normalcy begins to return to the room, Nora walks beside us. “I’m all for romance, but I think there should be a ten-minute cap on holding each other when I’m present.” Nora’s comment makes us both lightly snicker as we finally release each other.  
 
    I ask Easton, “Do you know what happened?”  
 
    Easton grabs my hand as he begins reliving his ordeal. “I felt his energy, and mine began moving towards him. I could smell the ocean, and then I lost him. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    I ask, “How did you end up where I found you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I saw his shadow, then it’s like I hit a wall and was propelled up into the sky, unable to stop it. Then the next thing I knew I was surrounded by grey. Nothingness.” 
 
    The memory of the grey, cold space makes me shiver. “It was an odd place, a space without emotion.”  
 
    Easton looks at me with fear. “The only way I can describe it is Nirvana. I tried to find my way out and back to my body, but after a while I lost the desire to even move.” 
 
    This catches Nora’s interest, and she says, “I read about that. Apparently, it’s the space between darkness and light in the universe. It takes away everything that makes a soul’s energy unique.”  
 
    I quiver from her explanation then turn my attention back to Easton. “Are you feeling better?”  
 
    He responds, sounding stronger than before. “I am. Thank you for saving me.”  
 
    I don’t need gratitude for saving him. There’s no better feeling than knowing you helped someone you care for. “I’m just glad I was able to. Glad I could help.” Easton smiles and a moment passes between us. I sit in the comfort of our togetherness before hiding my true feelings by smacking him across the shoulder and saying, “Never, ever do that to me again! I’m not a damsel in distress—I don’t need you to take all the risks. I’m perfectly capable of handling anything thrown at me.”  
 
    “I never doubted your ability. I’m just more selfish than you. I couldn’t let you do it. I’m sure you would have done much better than me. You’re full of light—you would have fought to keep it. I’m almost all darkness—I didn’t care when it was removed; I felt lighter. Then they took what little light I had. I felt my feelings for you slip away, but at that point it was too late.”  
 
    “That’s an interesting theory,” Nora talks to herself aloud. She paces back and forth in the room until she makes a beeline in our direction. She clears her throat and says, “I don’t want to be insensitive, but did you happen to find Baxoney’s location? Oh and uh, sorry about Nirvana and everything.” Nora and I turn our attention towards Easton at the same time. I remind myself that whatever he says, I should be glad that he’s okay. I could have lost him, and nothing could be worth that.  
 
    Easton is eating up the suspense, as he takes his time to reply. “I know exactly where he is.” Nora and I wait for Easton to tell us the location, but he remains silent, with a frisky smile on his face.  
 
    Nora’s patience wanes as she impatiently asks, “Good, and where would that be?”  
 
    Easton continues to smirk as he replies, “The location is far away and the school doesn’t have a direct transportation there, so we’ll have to make travel arrangements during Christmas.” The mention of travel fills me with excitement.  
 
    I’ve never gone anywhere outside of Texas. Though, Easton’s refusal to tell me the exact location limits the amount of excitement I’m feeling. “Easton, where is he?”  
 
    Easton looks at me, shaking his head as he answers. “Baxoney’s within a Crystal Cave in Bermuda.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - energy class 
 
      
 
      
 
    My professor Blake’s raspy belting voice echoes through our wooden energy room, “This is our last class before the holiday break, but I expect you to study during your time off. As most of you are aware, you can either visit your family or head to Verve, the Celestial City, and stay in the dorms there. Just remember, this is the last time you will be able to visit those special to you.” The room becomes achingly silent before Blake fills the space with his big voice again. “On a brighter note, today is where we can finally work on our energy blasts!” The room’s energy shifts to excitement as chit chat begins to break out. Blake brings everyone’s attention back to him as he begins to float in the center of the room. “Nora, how do you send energy shooting out?” Blake demonstrates sending a bolt of energy from his hands that lingers in mid-air then disappears into the energy absorbing ceiling. 
 
    Nora loves to be asked questions, which is evident by her wild grin and amplified response. “You gather all the energy you can from your core and channel it through your hands in the direction you want it to go in.” Luckily Nora’s next to me so I can whisper “know it all” in her ear. She sticks her tongue out at me in response.  
 
    Blake responds, “Excellent! Now, just remember that we only have so much energy within our core, so the more you use your abilities, the less energy you will have to operate your body. It’s like an oxygen tank; you will eventually run out and then be unable to even operate your body.” 
 
    James’ usually confident face looks confused as he asks, “How do you gather energy from other objects?” 
 
    Blake answers James’ question with a head bop, “That’s a lesson for second years. First we must master the practice of using energy bolts.” Blake paces the room, walking over to the practice mats. “Alright, now everyone pair off. Please work with the same partner you had during our shielding exercise.”  
 
    Nora winks at me before she leaves to work with Sam, a curly haired girl with glasses who Nora is in constant competition with. James and I worked on shielding last week, so we both walk to the mat together. The circular electricity current above us looks powerful with blue and yellow bolts rotating around, reminding me of a merry-go-round. 
 
    The colors mesmerize me into a trance until James pulls me back to reality. “You going home for the holidays?” 
 
    “Yea, I’m excited to see my mom. A lot of the things that drove me crazy are the things I miss the most about her.” 
 
    “I know what you mean, though I kind of wish I was going to Celestial City, so I could just check it out. I hear they have an endless amount of nectar for Celestials during the holiday.” Nectar is a Celestial drink that amplifies our energy. It’s supposed to taste different for every Celestial.  
 
    “I’m sorry to miss that, but I’m sure they’ll have some at the New Year’s Eve party.” Wayward is hosting a NYE party, and the entire school is required to attend. 
 
    James’ usually lower voice raises as he says, “I don’t know if you have plans, but would you want to maybe go with me to the party?”  
 
    My stomach drops, and I reply carefully, “Thanks for the invite, but I’m going with Easton. We are actually spending Christmas together too, which should be interesting.” Without a family he can remember, Easton was planning to go to Verve, the Celestial City, but I couldn’t stand the thought of him all alone on Christmas. 
 
    James doesn’t even pretend to be okay with my answer as he crosses his arms and speaks tightly. “I guess even Celestial girls pick the jerk to date.” I feel shocked by James’ response and try my best to search for the right reply, but James stops my words before they form. “I’m sorry. Let’s just practice. I’ll be shield.” He then trudges to the other side of the mat, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    I am saddened by our exchange and feel even worse that James’ shield seems wobbly and insufficient to block my energy blast. After about two minutes of struggling, James pulls his energy together into a thin shield of energy and I shout in his direction, “Ready?” He nods his head yes and I try to send a small energy blast his way, but I accidentally send a thick bolt of lightning hurling towards him. James’ flimsy shield is no match for my bolt, disappearing on contact, as James is thrown across the room.  
 
    I run to James in a panic. I can’t believe I did that. I may have strong abilities, but I’m completely unable to control them, which worries me. “James, I’m so sorry. Are you hurt?” 
 
    His hair is standing up and his eyes are wide as he replies, “It’s okay. I just need a second. “  
 
    Blake is suddenly at our side. “James, you should be fine, but I’m going to send you to our healer, Jim, just to make sure.”  
 
    James nods in Blake’s direction, grabbing my hand as he says, “I’m 100% okay. Don’t you worry at all.” His words make me feel better as Blake levitates James out of the room. Everyone in the class turns in my direction, looking at me with fear like I’m evil incarnated.  
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
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 Lili - Making Memories 
 
      
 
      
 
    Easton and I arrive to my mom’s house on Christmas Eve. To my surprise my mom is waiting for me inside with a table full of our favorite foods filling the house with the smell of sugar cookies. She has the whole downstairs decorated in Christmas decor—looking like an elf barfed up red and green. Her normally judgmental face has a huge smile on it as she runs to the door and hugs me with all her might.  
 
    “Lili!! I missed you so much!” Happiness radiates from both of us as my mom pulls back from our hug and notices Easton standing next to me. “He’s much cuter than you said over the phone. Nice to meet you, Easton.”  
 
    Easton seems thrilled by the mention of my mom and I talking about him, but my reddened face is less than thrilled. He extends his hand to my mom. “Hi, Ms. Araica. Thanks for letting me join you for Christmas.”  
 
    My mom warmly grins at Easton as she turns to me and lifts her eyebrows up and down in a ‘he’s hot’ sort of way. I instantly look for a place to hide. This is the mom I remember.  
 
    After all niceties are exchanged, My mom takes Easton on a tour of our downstairs. “Here’s the living room, the kitchen and the bathroom. It’s small but cozy.” Our house doesn’t need a tour, everything is visible when you walk in, but Easton and my mom seem to enjoy walking around, so who am I to say anything. Easton looks around the space with wide eyes, taking in the red, green and blue Christmas decorations flooding every available space.  
 
    His face lightens with humor as he turns to my mom. “Very Christmassy.”  
 
    My mom stares at him laughing at his remark. “I went a little overboard. I just wanted Lili to have a great Christmas. I haven’t seen her in forever, and you two are staying for such a short time.”  
 
    My mom’s thoughtfulness sends a warmth through my body. “Thanks, Mom. I love it. Is it okay if we get settled in upstairs? Did the Christmas elf decorate my room too?”  
 
    “No. I left your room exactly how you had it.”  
 
    I start to head up the stairs when I realize I’ve forgotten a very important question. “Mom, where should Easton sleep?”  
 
    She responds with mischief, “Oh yea. Follow me.” She leads us to my room smiling deviously as she continues to talk, “I’m well aware that you two have probably already slept together, and as long as you’re safe, I have no problem with you both sleeping in Lili’s room.”  
 
    My mouth hangs open as Easton quickly responds, beating me to the punch. “Thanks, Ms. Araica. I’d love to sleep in Lili’s room.” Easton enters my room as I slowly follow behind, glaring in my mother’s direction. 
 
    My mom notices my stare and quickly returns downstairs yelling as she fleas, “I’ll be downstairs if you guys need me! Dinner will be at seven.” I slowly enter my room, watching Easton walking around taking in my belongings. I stand silently, refusing to give him a tour like my mother did.  
 
    He slyly arches his eyebrows as he sits on my bed bouncing up and down, smirking in my direction. “Now that I’ve met your mom, I understand you so much more.” His hand pats the spot next to him on my bed as he adds, “The bed’s comfortable. Perfect size for two.” He smiles at me then adds, “I’m just kidding. Don’t worry about the bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.” His offer puts me at ease, and I sit next to him on the bed.  
 
    I speak with confidence, though all I feel is fear. “What about my mom makes you get me more?”  
 
    “I see where you got your sense of humor. I also understand why you hide aspects of yourself that you shouldn’t.” Easton stands up and walks over to my dresser to pick up a silver picture frame with my dad, mom and me inside posing for our traditional yearly family photo. “Is this your dad?”  
 
    The mention of my dad feels like a punch to my gut and I turn away from Easton, attempting to hide my reaction. My glance shoots to the Star Wars movies in the corner of my room. Easton places my old family picture down and walks over to my Star Wars movies, smiling as he looks through them.  
 
    I attempt to explain their reverence to me as Easton’s eyes softly listen. “My dad and I used to watch the whole collection every year. It was our thing.”  
 
    My voice waivers, imploring Easton to move closer as he asks, “I’ve never seen them. Are they good?” His question is ridiculous. 
 
    “Are they good? They’re only the best cinematic masterpiece of all time.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Is that all? Well, maybe you’ll let me watch them with you.” A memory of my dad regurgitates in my mind. I remember him telling me that I’d have to continue the Star Wars tradition with my husband and our kids, making sure it was passed down.  
 
    I feel worry coming from Easton as he grabs my hand. “Did I say something wrong?”  
 
    I shake my head no as tears stream down my face. I try to explain my reaction to Easton, but I feel as though he gets it and me. “I’m usually fine, but being here brings it back.” Easton lets me go and stares at me with tenderness, propelling me to continue talking. “I had a dream about my dad’s death, and I tried so hard to stop it. So hard…but I couldn’t. He died in a car and I experienced his death twice.”  
 
    Easton’s eyes furrow as I feel empathy radiating from him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had dreams like that. How long has that been happening?”  
 
    “For my whole life. My dreams are difficult to interpret and prevent. I know it’s a gift, but sometimes it feels like a heaviness I can’t get rid of. I don’t know if I’d rather know a disaster is coming and fail, or never know and live happily.” It feels so freeing to release my thoughts to Easton. For years I’ve been bottled up, afraid of rejection, but I’ve never felt that way with Easton.  
 
    Easton’s silent as he takes in everything I’ve told him. After a minute he says, “I guess I’d rather know. At least you have control of your destiny.” I’d never thought of my premonitions that way. I look at Easton, realizing he’s right.  
 
    As the time creeps closer to seven I hear my mom yelling, “Dinner is ready!”  
 
    Easton and I stop our conversation and head downstairs to a taco buffet, our family’s traditional Christmas Eve feast. We hurriedly grab as many tacos as our plates will hold and sit down at the kitchen table.  
 
    Easton starts to take a bite of food, when my mom stops him. She turns to me and says, “It’s Christmas Eve. We need to pray before we eat. Go ahead, mija.” My mom grabs Easton’s hand as she closes her eyes.  
 
    I haven’t officially prayed to God since my father’s dead. Even after finding out I was a Celestial, which seems odd when I think about it. I used to feel God all around me, and then I didn’t. I try to remember that connection as I close my eyes and begin the pray 
 
    “I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you for a while. Thank you for sending Easton, James and Nora to me. Thank you for my mom and my dad, and all of their love. Please help my mom find peace and happiness—she deserves it. Please let me be good. Good to others. Good in all things, avoiding evil. Help guide me when I’m in need of direction. I’ll try to listen. Oh yea, thanks for our food and these delicious tacos. Amen.” 
 
    My mom releases our hands and says, “Always a dramatic babbler, this one. It’s a prayer, not a text message.” I shake my head at my mom and then look at Easton who seems lost in thought.  
 
    As my mom’s distracted with her food I whisper in Easton’s ear, “You okay?” He nods and takes a bite of food. 
 
     My mom’s attention turns to Easton and me as she asks, “Easton, is your family religious?”  
 
    Easton takes a telling breath and answers the best way he can. “I don’t really have a family. I’m an orphan.”  
 
    My mom nods in understanding as she continues to ask Easton questions. “How do you feel that shaped you?”  
 
    “Uh—well I suppose it has made my current relationships all the more special.”  
 
    Easton’s answer surprises me. I notice my mom staring at my reaction, as she throws another question out. “What do you think is special about your relationship with Lili?” 
 
    “When I first saw Lili, I was in a darker place. I was numb to the world focusing on the wrong things, but Lili came along and showed me a life I didn’t know I was missing.” I forget my mom’s in the room as my face lights up listening to Easton’s description of our weird relationship.  
 
    My mom’s half smile lets me know that Easton’s answers pleased her. She turns toward me and begins talking like Easton’s not in the room. “I like him. I’ve heard a lot of answers from Easton, but you are unusually quiet over there. I’d like to hear your thoughts on your relationship.”  
 
    I feel the need to hide, but know that would only make it worse, so I hesitantly answer her intrusive question. “I’ve never been in a relationship for a reason, because I never met anyone right for me. I never felt I could be myself—the baggy shirt wearing, freak of nature that makes me, me. Easton, he gets me.” I take the last bite of taco before quickly putting my plate in the sink. I feel Easton staring at me, but I’m too embarrassed to return his glance in front of my mother. 
 
    We continue our family traditions after dinner. We all sit on the couch watching Christmas movies and eating junk food until it’s almost midnight. Easton and I sit next to each, sparks fly between us, making me barely pay attention to the movies as we exchange flirty l back and forth. Our relationship feels different, like Easton’s energy has opened to mine. 
 
    After our last movie, my mom heads to bed and Easton and I follow her upstairs. 
 
    Once inside my room I open the bottom drawer of my dresser, pulling out a Santa nightgown that I wear every year on Christmas Eve. My mom wears a matching gown, and it’s one of my favorite traditions. 
 
    Easton holds a pair of soft, black shorts in his hands as he stares at my pajamas. “I usually just sleep in shorts. Is it a requirement to wear Christmas pajamas?”  
 
    “You can wear regular old shorts, but all the cool kids wear seasonal PJs.” I turn around and quickly slip off my clothes off and put my pajamas on in a hurry. When I turn back around, Easton’s in his shorts and getting in the bed of blankets I made for him on the floor.  
 
    I crawl into bed and shut the light off, wishing we were closer as I say, “I’m glad you’re here.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else.”  
 
    I smile in the dark as I slowly fall asleep. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili- More predictions 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m in a dank, darkened jail cell with only a flickering candle providing light. My energy feels raw and dark, as though it’s been injured beyond repair, unable to process all that transpired to land me here. I feel someone’s death linger in the air, as their memory is too painful for me to think of. Footsteps echo in the room as my eyes dart to the entrance, where my vision is limited by the lack of light.  
 
    As the steps draw nearer, I feel a darkness enter the room as a malicious slithering voice taunts me. “If you don’t accept your fate, more deaths will follow.”  
 
    The threat makes my heart ache. “How can I trust you’ll keep your word? That you won’t hurt anyone else?” The Darkness’ shadow expands on the walls hanging over me as its voice fills the room. 
 
    “You don’t, but I’ve proved that if you try to fight, I will kill those you love.” Unable to bear anyone else I love being killed, I reluctantly agree to the terms. 
 
    “Okay. I won’t fight the memory eradication. I will go willingly.”  
 
    I wake in bed out of breath and panting. My mind circles around the death I felt connected to in my dream. It was someone incredibly important to me, and the first Celestial that pops to my mind is Easton. Did the Darkness kill Easton so I would willingly proceed with the memory procedure?  
 
     I reach for my bedside Yoda light, needing to see him alive sleeping next to me.  
 
    As the light floods the room, I see Easton walking towards me with concern coursing through him. “Lili, are you okay? Did you have a bad dream?” As Easton moves closer to me, I start to calm my frazzled brain.  
 
    I answer him, even though my mind is still recalibrating. “I’m okay. I just need a minute.” I move over in my bed motioning for him to join me. “I don’t want to talk about it. Would you sleep next to me?” He quickly gets in my bed and puts his arms around me. His body knows exactly what I need as his energy calms my fears, becoming one with mine. I take a deep breath as the lights go out and we lay in bed together.  
 
    He tenderly whispers in my ear, “I’m here if you want to talk. Whatever you need.”  
 
    I’m not sure what this dream means or if it’s related to my last dream, but now I’ve had two dreams with the same darkness within it, and in both dreams Easton has died. I feel uncertain how to even prevent either dream, but I’m sure of one thing—I’ve got to locate who the Darkness is. 
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 Easton - A Bermuda Christmas 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake peacefully with my arms tightly wrapped around Lili’s petite frame. I lay without moving an inch, not wanting to let her out of my arms. Her skin is soft, and she smells of lilac, which I breathe in an out contently.  
 
    Lili shifts, turning around to face me. “Were you smelling me?” 
 
     I can’t help but laugh in response. “Maybe.” 
 
    She teasingly smiles, saying, “Celestials are freakier than I thought.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one.” We both laugh from our exchange, laying back down together. I wistfully want to lay here for the rest of the day, but we must go to Bermuda to find Baxoney, and I’m nervous over the danger that awaits us. Lili rolls over me and stares at her Star Wars old man clock in a panic.  “Crap, we have to leave to the airport in an hour.” She jumps out of bed pulling me with her. “Time to get up.” 
 
    I follow Lili downstairs where we exchange Christmas presents with her mom. The gift swap makes me wonder about my past life and if I ever did something similar. Once the present exchange is over Lili sadly says goodbye to her mom, and we head to the airport in a rush.  
 
    The joy from the morning feels forgotten as my head becomes foggy with fear every hour we get closer to Bermuda and Baxoney. Lili and I try to pass the time by watching her mom’s Christmas present to me, the entire Star Wars collection. The movies’ theme is a battle between good and bad, reminding me of the importance of our success in Bermuda.  
 
    When we exit the airport, we are greeted by a luxury black SUV waiting to drive us around Bermuda. Adolfo, our large and in charge driver, loads our suitcases in the trunk while I open Lili’s car door. All Celestials have credit cards that are given to them after their memory eradication procedure. This way, we can travel within the human world in ease.  
 
    Bermuda is an isolated island with Atlantic views and honeymooners crowding the surrounding pink beaches. The ocean water transcends from shallow teal into deep radiant blue, and the island’s atmosphere amplifies love. 
 
    Adolfo looks at us through the rearview mirror, asking me in a metered voice unaffected by the beach’s lustful vibes, “Where to first?” Baxoney is hidden within Crystal Cave, a popular tourist attraction on Bermuda. Because the Cave has tours during the day, we are unable to find Baxoney until the cave closes at five, giving Lili and I a couple of hours before we can search for Baxoney.  
 
    I answer Adolfo, “We have a couple of hours to spare before we head to the cave. Can you find us a secluded beach, preferably with cliffs?” Adolfo’s eyes signal he knows a location matching my specification, and he begins to drive us towards the beach.  
 
    Lili looks at me in surprise. “We are going to a beach? Shouldn’t we just wait at the cave?”  
 
     “Why not enjoy the beach instead of waiting in the car?” 
 
    Lili’s face twists in thought. “I guess a little sun never hurt anyone.”  
 
    After a quick car ride Adolfo pulls to the side of the road at the top of grey cliffs that surround an empty secluded beach below. There’s a manmade path to climb down, which looks steep and dangerous. Adolfo motions in the beach’s direction saying, “This is the best spot I know, but if you feel unsure about the climb down, I know of another place close by.”  
 
    My reply is quick. “We’ve got it. Can you keep guard and watch the road?”  
 
    “Of course, sir.”  
 
    I grab a bag from the back of the car and gently grab Lili’s hand. She looks at me trustingly as I lead her a couple of feet down the trail. We stop in a spot where no humans can watch us. “Lili, ready to learn to levitate with energy?”  
 
    Her eyes flutter with exhilaration as she scans the surrounding area. “Should we be practicing on a cliff?” 
 
    She always doubts herself even though she’s the most powerful Celestial I’ve ever met. “Remember how I taught you to move objects at school?” She shakes her head yes as her checks flush. Lili embarrasses easily, which I’m sure is a product of growing up with a mother who perpetually tries to change and humiliate her. I ignore her pink-stained cheeks and continue, ”This is exactly the same, but you push your energy out, using the airs own molecules to balance your own.”  
 
    Her face twists in a cute contemplative expression like she’s trying to figure out a math equation. After a couple minutes of silence, she turns to me and asks, “Can you show me?”  
 
    “Absolutely.” I draw energy in from my surroundings, feeling it pool in my core. My energy is usually very dark, but it’s been lighter as of late. I move my energy down my body and push it out of my feet and hands until I levitate off the cliff into the air. One of my favorite things to do is float. It’s where I feel unburdened by my own darkness.  
 
     Lili intently watches my every move while using her hands to feel the air around me. She reaches for my hand and shakily levitates herself. Her face brightens as she starts to get the hang of it. The more you levitate, the easier it becomes. At first you have to think hard, remembering to move your energy with your body, then over time it becomes second nature. I grab Lili’s arm, just in case she needs assistance, and we slowly levitate down the cliff until our feet hit the warm pink sand. 
 
    Once our feet are firmly planted, Lili jumps up and down, levitating herself to jump higher than any human could achieve naturally.  
 
    I playfully shout towards Lili as she spurts around the secluded beach. “Show off!”  
 
    She laughs and tackles me into the sand. I feel such freedom when I’m with her, like she releases heavy restraints holding me down. I can’t allow the Darkness to hurt her. I need to figure out a way to stop it from making her dark before I lose the Lili that makes my whole world feel brighter.  
 
    I grab the bag I brought and unpack two towels and our bathing suits. I close my eyes as she changes in a rush, only opening them when I hear her sweet voice nervously say, “Okay, I’m changed.” Lili looks beautiful. She’s curvy and natural. A combo that makes her even more perfect in a world full of seemingly flawless swimsuit models.  
 
    Lili and I lay next to each other on the soft beach for at least an hour. The sun is warm, pumping endorphins into our bodies as we sweat from the heat. Lili keeps checking her watch, making sure we get to Crystal Cave on time. Before we know it, it’s almost time to leave, and we decide to take a quick swim in the clear blue beach water before heading to the Cave.  
 
    The cool saltwater feels wonderful against our sun toasted skin, giving us an unexpected burst of energy. Lili dunks into the ocean, watching the fish who increasingly surround us in the water. She rises for air with a glowing smile on her face and I pick her up, wrapping her legs around me as we take in the beauty of our surroundings. I can see why Baxoney chose Bermuda to disappear and wish Lili and I could do the same.  
 
    Lili’s eyes widen as she looks in the water and says, “There’s so many fish. They just keep coming.” I look down and notice hundreds of fish circling us in the water like we are a beacon calling them home. My sight shoots up as I hear birds above, also encircling our location. I start to worry that their presence will bring us unwanted attention, checking the beach for threats. I notice a large man standing atop one of the surrounding cliffs, staring at us.  
 
    Unsure if he’s human or Celestial, I urgently lead Lili and I back to the beach as I whisper in her ear, “I think we may have a tail.”  
 
    Lili discretely looks around with a confused look on her face. “Easton, I don’t see anyone.” I turn back to the cliff and find the man is no longer there. No human would be able to disappear from a cliff in such a short time, which makes me certain he is Celestial. But the question is: who sent him?


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Crystal cave  
 
      
 
      
 
    Easton and I sit in the vehicle silently waiting for Bermuda’s Crystal Caves to close. Before Easton’s soul was sent to Nirvana, he located Baxoney’s energy in a hidden passage within the caves, and now we need to find him. After being spotted at the beach, Easton and I agree that Baxoney may be aware of our arrival in Bermuda, which could put us in danger. The tension in the car is palpable as Easton and I disagree on how to proceed with our plan.  
 
    “Lili, I know you want to find him, but it’s not safe. He almost killed me when I did a memory location, and now he may know we are coming. He’s an original and his knowledge of energy is much vaster than ours. He’s dangerous.”  
 
    Though finding Baxoney may be dangerous, so is doing nothing. I’ve had dreams of my future, and the Celestial spirit said Baxoney is the answer to the darkness. “Easton, I understand why you’re hesitant, I do.” Easton looks up at me with worried eyes as I continue. “I have no choice but to go. But that doesn’t mean you have to join me. Maybe you could stay here and keep guard.”  
 
    Easton almost implodes with anger as he says, “You think I’m worried for me? I’m worried for you. I would never let you go alone. I’m coming.” He takes a deep breath then continues with frustration. “No need to discuss it further.” Easton abruptly ends the conversation, exiting the car.  
 
    I anxiously look at my hands, processing the journey through the tight tunnel. Small spaces aren’t my idea of relaxing. Easton opens my car door, handing me a light with a stretch band around it. He motions for me to place it on my head as he puts his light on, saying, “We have to venture deep into the cave to find the entrance. It’s going to be dark, so we need as much light as we can get.” I listen, trying to figure out how to place this ridiculous light on my forehead. Easton’s light makes him look like Indiana Jones, but I doubt mine will have the same effect. After way too long I emerge successful, looking like a Cyclops with crazy beach hair. 
 
    Easton grabs my hand, leading me over to the cave. He easily breaks the locked gate, and we enter by walking down windy and dark stairs. Once we make it down the stairs, the cave opens up into what looks like a void of darkness. The air is humid and smells of sulfur, making it hard to take deep breaths. My head light gives me glimpses of crystal blue waters below us and alabaster spikes above. I can’t help but feel the cave is magical in more ways than one.  
 
    I squeeze Easton’s hand as I whisper in his ear, “It’s the most beautiful cave I’ve ever seen.” I briefly pause then add, “And it’s not as small as I thought it was going to be.”  
 
    “Yea, this isn’t the tiny part I was telling you about.” Easton grins at me as we continue walking down the wooden planked walkway. The path creaks with each step we take, making me doubt its safety. Easton stops on the walkway, using his light to locate our next destination within the cave. His light stops across the water on a dark hole within one of the crystallized cave walls. He points. “That’s the tight space we have to crawl through.”  
 
    Panic fills me. The majestic beauty I admired when we first entered is now gone, and only darkness and fear remain. I’ve never loved enclosed spaces ever since my cousin locked me in a car trunk during hide and seek, and I almost ran out of air.  
 
    My voice is quiet, hiding my terror. “Of course, it is. Do we need to swim to it?” 
 
    Easton undoubtedly feels my fear and tries to reassure me. “It’s only a short period of time, then it opens up. Do you want to swim or levitate over?” 
 
     “Levitate. You go first.” 
 
    Easton nods then uses his energy to raise his body off the ground. He quickly moves over the water to the small opening in the wall. I take a deep breath then do the same, landing next to Easton with my foot in the water.  
 
    Easton’s face is so close to mine that I feel his breath as he says, “Lili, you’re braver than you know. Just stay close behind me.” 
 
    Easton scrunches his body down so he fits into the cave in a crawling position. I follow his lead and begin to crawl through the tunnel, quickly realizing that the slick tunnel floor cuts my bare knees and palms as I go, but I continue to crawl regardless of the sting. 
 
    Easton stops ahead of me. “Okay. Just know it’s going to get tighter ahead, but it shouldn’t be too long,” he says. 
 
    I give Easton a shaky thumbs up even though I want to desperately turn back. I watch as he begins to army crawl through an impossibly constricted part of the tunnel. He moves slowly, and once it’s my turn I follow his feet into a darkened space, which is only lit by my head lamp.  
 
    After only a minute or two within the new tunnel, I see Easton’s light turn off ahead of me, making me panic.  
 
    I yell ahead and hope he can hear me. “What happened? Are you okay?”  
 
    Easton’s unable to turn around due to the unbearably tight space, but I hear his echo. “My light must have broken. It’s okay, I’ll just feel ahead.”  
 
    I continue following Easton’s feet down the dark and solid tunnel. After only a short period of time my light suddenly quits working, approximately in the same exact spot Easton’s light quit. I abruptly stop crawling, frozen in fear. Terror of the unknown overflows my mind and all I want to do is run away, but I’m unable to move, surrounded by tight walls that now feel like my coffin.  
 
    My voice is scared and barely comes out as a whisper. “Easton? Easton? Easton, can you hear me?” I hear nothing in return. Who knows how long I’ve been laying here motionless? Easton could be too far away and unable to hear me. I close my eyes and dig deep inside, looking for the strength to help myself. 
 
    My instincts kick in and I search for Easton’s energy, finding it only about ten feet in front of me. I also feel at least fifty Celestials ahead, hidden behind a barrier. We are close. I find the strength to move again. Placing one hand ahead of the other, feeling around the tunnel in the dark. There are jagged crystals everywhere, but I try my best to avoid their sharp edges. I crawl until I reach Easton and see a glowing light coming from the end of the tunnel.  
 
    I quickly exit the tight space behind Easton into an open section of the cave and see a reflective rock wall opposite the tunnel.  
 
    Easton grabs me as soon as my feet hit the slippery rock floor. I feel worry in his energy as he asks, “Are you okay?” 
 
    I find my voice saying, “Let’s never do this again.”  
 
    He moves a strand of hair from my eyes. “No argument here.” 
 
    Easton puts me down then walks to the spiked, reflective white wall ahead of us. He puts his hand out slowly, passing it through the wall—exposing an energy entrance to Baxoney’s location.  
 
    Easton declares, “Baxoney’s on the other side. This is a complicated energy barrier. It will try to push us out, but we just need to keep moving.” 
 
    “Okay. I hope there’s not another cave on the other side.” 
 
    Easton grabs my bloody hand tightly as he worriedly says, “Just be prepared for anything!” He then leads me through the white energy barrier. The barrier instantly tries to push us out, making it feel like we are walking through glue. But we keep moving through it, determined to make it to the other side. I see Easton exit from the barrier first, dropping my hand right before disappearing. I push through to follow him and feel the push of the barrier soften right before I emerge on the other side to a group of hostile Celestials’ waiting for our arrival. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Concealed


 
   
 
  


 Lili - Celestial Combat 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I step through the energy barrier, I’m confronted by a dozen Celestials with hate in their eyes. They all wear similar thin white shirts with seashell buttons up the middle, have salty beach hair and sun kissed skin. They look like they’ve been marooned on this beach for years. The smell of hibiscus and saltwater floats in the air with the sea breeze, and a pristine neon colored ocean gently sways onto the peach stained shore which holds dark grey colored cliffs with harsh edges that enclose the area.  
 
    Easton stiffly stands with his arms raised in the air about fifty feet in front of me. The space between us feels vast as the beach Celestials begin to surround us. Their energy is a weird mixture of hostility and fear, making me feel uneasy.  
 
    I worry that things will turn violent fast if I’m unable to convince them we are peaceful. “I’m Lili and that’s Easton. We don’t mean you any harm. We just…”  
 
    A large Celestial with overflowing muscles and a dark tan interrupts me to make his intentions known. “I’m Sam. You’re not wanted here. Leave the way you came.” 
 
    Sam’s aggression towards me makes Easton respond aggressively, “We will leave as soon as we talk with Baxoney, not before. We know he’s here.” As soon as Baxoney’s name is said, I feel an energy shift in the Celestials on the beach as a lightning bolt shoots from Sam’s hands towards Easton. Easton quickly blocks it with an energy shield, and before I know it, chaos ensues on the beach. 
 
    Easton quickly sends a bolt of electricity from both of his hands, sending two Celestials flying through the air.  
 
    I try to stop the fighting by screaming, “We come in peace!” but it is too late. I see an energy bolt shoot by my head, hitting the pink beach sand and exploding it into the air like a bomb from the sky. Time slows as I turn around to block another energy bolt sent by a scrappy girl who looks like she wants me dead. I just learned how to block energy in class and am far from an expert, but my sloppy shield does the trick for the moment.  
 
    I try to steady myself before another energy blow comes my way, searching the beach for attackers. I see three Celestials in front of me and helplessly watch as they send three bolts in my direction. I channel my energy into another shield and pray it’s strong enough to protect me. The bolts slam hard against me, pushing my feet and body about five feet back in the sand, but my shield holds—protecting me. The more I use my abilities, the more confident I become. It’s nice to be myself and not have to worry about hiding my energy’s strength.  
 
    The attacks persist and each new bolt that comes allows my attackers to get closer to me. If they get any closer, they can simply grab me, and I know I’m not a match for five Celestials in a hand-to-hand battle. It feels like Whack-a-Mole. Once I stop one, another one appears.  
 
    My body begins to shake from energy depletion, making me scream for Easton. I search the beach then the sky and find him levitating in the air above the darkened cliffs. He’s exchanging bolts back and forth between at least six Celestials. He looks like he’s in a war with Zeus as a storm of lightning flies back and forth, hitting the surrounding cliffs and sending heavy rocks flying onto the beach.  
 
    While I stare at Easton a bolt of electricity hits my back. It feels like a thousand needles poking me. I fight through the pain as I fall to one knee in the sand. I look up to see the scrappy Celestial smiling back at me. Her cocky grin irritates me, reminding me of Gwyneth. Without thinking I send out my first offensive attack, throwing a lightning bolt from my hands into the girl’s chest. She flies in the air and then hits the sand with a heavy thud. I take a deep breath of relief, pushing myself to my feet. 
 
    I hear Easton in my head say, “We can’t let them capture us. We need to blast them all at once. I’m going to combine my energy with yours.” Easton’s voice drops from inside my mind as I watch him begin to levitate in my direction. He’s chased by the six Celestials he was battling. 
 
    I begin to levitate in the air, heading towards him, when another bolt comes my way. Without time to block I drop from the sky, landing on the sand in a summersault. The bolt misses me, and I begin to rush in the air toward Easton. Easton and I meet halfway between the cliffs and the beach. He grabs my hands in a rush, pulling me into him. I feel relief as our energies begin to combine. They entwine in each other, becoming strong and unbreakable like a helix.  
 
    Easton yells, “Now!” and on his command we push all the power we both have out of our cores in unison. The energy blast looks like an ocean wave, knocking every Celestial on the beach and in the sky to the ground. I feel exhausted from the large blast, like all my energy’s evaporated. Easton grabs me in his shaky arms, and we begin to lower to the beach.  
 
    I suddenly feel an unexpected blast hit me in the back of my head. My vision becomes blurry, and I feel myself falling to the ground and away from Easton just as I lose consciousness. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Finding Baxoney 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake with a pounding headache and Easton tied to a chair on the side of me. My vision is a little blurry, but we are in an open cave presumably on the beach. The ocean tide moves in and out of the caves sand floor as the setting sun’s light naturally illuminates the cave with amber tones. It would be romantic if we weren’t tied up. Easton anxiously looks at me, relief flooding his energy as I slowly come to.  
 
    My voice sounds wobbly as I ask, “What happened?”  
 
    Easton replies as he fights against his restraints. “They were waiting for us. We missed a Celestial in our blast, and he hit you smack across the head. With our abilities weakened, I had to surrender.”  
 
     I feel my head, which is sore and throbbing. “I wish they hadn’t put us in a cave.” I try to break the rope which binds my hands, but it doesn’t budge. “Are you able to get free?”  
 
    His face is tight as he says, “Not yet, it must be enchanted. Are you able to reach my hand?”  
 
    I reach my hand as far as I can, ripping the flesh around my wrist. I’m unable to reach him, breathing heavily as I say, “I can’t. Can you get any closer?” Easton strains to move his heavy wooden chair as close to me as possible, and I try to reach him again. This time my pinky finds his skin, and as soon as we touch our energies combine, breaking our ropes in a burst. Easton and I hear voices headed our way and quickly move against the cold cave’s wall, trying to hide in the shadows.  
 
    An Indian guy with rolling curly hair enters the cave with two Celestials flanking him. He notices we’re missing and yells, “Find them! Alert the guards.”  
 
    With my mind set on talking to Baxoney, I step out of the shadow and face them. “No need to get the guard. We are friendly. We just want to talk to Baxoney and then we will leave.” I feel his gaze move to me as he tries to search my energy. I shut him down, expelling him from my mind.  
 
    His expression is alarmed as he asks me, “What are you?”  
 
    Before I can answer Easton sharply replies, “Give us Baxoney or our friendly demeanors will change,” Great. Easton’s anger has awoken again.  
 
    I try to calm growing tensions by talking in a peaceful tone, meant for stray dogs who are hungry. “We want to talk to Baxoney about memory eradication. I want to stop it and thought he’d be able to help me. There’s no need to be scared. We would never hurt you.” I look at Easton with “be quiet” written all over my face. Then I turn toward the leader, putting my hand out. “Let me show you.” The Indian man questioning us deliberately moves towards my hand as he glares at Easton standing next to me. The guy slowly grabs my hand, like I could attack him at any moment. This time I let his energy enter mine, finding the truth in my words.  
 
    He quickly lets go of my hand and takes a couple steps away from us.  
 
    He nervously looks at me, ignoring Easton. “I believe your story. I’d like to talk some more. Just you and me.”  
 
    I feel Easton’s rage, and I answer the man before he has a chance to reply. “We come as a package deal.”  
 
    The man takes a deep breath and looks in Easton’s direction with irritation. He then turns towards me as he says, “He’s got issues, but if you insist, he can join.” Easton leers back in distain. I discreetly grab his hand, trying to still his angry energy.  
 
    The man watches us intently, before he begins walking out of the cave as he talks. “Follow me. We can speak more comfortably at my house.”  
 
    We follow as he leads us down the beach shore about a mile away from the cave. We walk up to a light blue coastal house with a red door on a sand hill. There are two rocking chairs on the porch with about ten seashell wind chimes lining the outside. Inside there’s a stoned fireplace with a large picture of the leader and a woman in his arms. They’re both smiling, though the lady’s smile is larger. The man takes a seat in an overstuffed chair and motions with his hand for us to seat on the couch opposite him.  
 
    Easton sits first, like he’s testing the couch for boobytraps. I begin talking as I sit down next to him. “I’m going to guess that you’re Baxoney, am I right?”  
 
    The man across from me replies, “I am.” He turns towards Easton with an angry expression as he continues talking, “I imagine you were the one who located me?” 
 
     I look towards Easton as he retorts, “I am.” Easton’s eyes squint as venom comes pouring out. “Nirvana was fun, thanks.”  
 
    Baxoney’s response echoes Easton’s anger. “I’m surprised you survived it.” Easton sarcastically smiles as Baxoney turns his attention back to me, asking, “Who helped you locate me?”  
 
    I’m beginning to gather he’s worried for his safety, so I respond as truthfully as I can. “Harper gave me your energy key. No one besides Easton and I know you’re here.”  
 
    Baxoney thinks over my answer while he asks another question, “Why are you so interested in memory eradication?”  
 
    Easton and I look at each other, neither knowing how to answer. I grasp Easton’s hand as I respond honestly, “I’m set to have my memory erased soon, and I feel something is wrong with the procedure. Since leaving school isn’t allowed, I have no other option but to stop it. While researching it I stumbled across a note that had your name in it. It said you disagreed and left the school. I want to know why.”  
 
    Baxoney’s eyes linger on me before he talks. “So, you’re still fifteen? I didn’t realize.” He puckers his lips together in contemplation before speaking again. “Since you’re being forthcoming with me, I’ll try to do the same.” 
 
     I nod, encouraging him to keep talking. 
 
    “My friends and I have been in hiding for almost 500 years. I don’t agree with Celestial leadership, but I’ve made sure to stay off their radar by not getting involved. I want to keep it that way.”  
 
    Easton quickly chimes in, “So you’re afraid? We came a long way to talk to you and we need answers. We won’t leave without them.”  
 
    I grab Easton’s hand to soften his anger. I wonder why Baxoney and Easton respond so aggressively to each other?  
 
    The house’s wooden front door opens softly as a young modest woman enters. Her excited tone sounds like a mockingbird singing. “Hello. I’m Ella. So lovely to see new faces.” She walks to the kitchen, bringing out a tray with a glass pitcher of tea and four glasses. “I made the tea this morning. I must have known you’d be coming.” She hands out the glasses and begins to pour us tea.  
 
    Baxoney’s tense face and voice relaxes as Ella caresses his face. “Thanks for the tea, but they were just about to leave. We will have visitors another day.”  
 
    Easton and I both take a drink and smile at Ella. She seems upset by Baxoney’s claim that we are leaving as she chirps, “I insist! You two must stay for dinner. I’m cooking fish that Baxoney caught this morning. It’s an ancient recipe that I’ve added to for millennia.” Baxoney beams at Ella then glares in our direction. 
 
    I swiftly reply before Baxoney has the chance to stop me. “We’d love to stay. Thank you!”  
 
    Ella stands up elatedly and moves towards the kitchen as she yells, “You two can freshen upstairs. The spare bedroom is on the right. You can borrow any of my dresses in the closet. We can’t have you eating dinner in your ripped shirt. Everything should be ready in the next hour. Make yourselves at home. Our house is yours.” It’s odd to watch Ella and Baxoney’s relationship. They seem to be complete opposites, just like Easton and me, and I feel like I’m getting a glimpse into our future. 
 
    Baxoney takes a deep breath giving in to Ella’s wishes. He motions to the stairs, whispering to us in a threatening voice, “The bathroom is on the right. Please don’t make me regret letting you stay.”  
 
    Easton and Baxoney stare at each other for a little too long before we head upstairs. Easton and I need time to plan. Everything rides on this dinner and us getting the information we need from Baxoney. 
 
    

 
 
   
 
  


 Lili - Dinner at Baxoney's  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella has set the faded dining table with an array of food and white seashell decorations. The fish smells of salted brine and capers, making my stomach grumble hungrily. Baxoney and Ella’s home has a cozy beach feel to it, with worn out furniture and distressed wood everywhere, very distant from the Celestial world I’ve grown to know.  
 
    Ella motions for us to eat with her extended graceful hands. “Dig in. Feel free to take seconds if you’re hungry. I also brought out our fancy nectar. It’s not every day we get new guests.” She looks at me with kind eyes, and I quickly take a big bite of fish while begging the snarling dragon inside my belly to be discreet. 
 
     Easton looks at Ella and says, “Thank you for your hospitality.” His comment would have been nice, if not for his death stare at Baxoney after he said it.  
 
    Ella looks at us curiously, asking, “How long have you two been together?”  
 
    Since my mouth is stuffed with fish, Easton responds, “Not very long, but we have an unusually strong connection.”  
 
    Ella smiles at his answer. “You guys kind of remind me of us in our early days.”  
 
    Curious how Baxoney and Ella got together I inquire, “Where did you guys meet?”  
 
    Ella is the first to respond. “I was a student at Cognosco about 500 years ago, and Baxoney was one of my teachers.”  
 
    Easton quickly interjects with raised eyebrows. “Really? You are a new Celestial?”  
 
    Ella laughs at Easton’s response as she continues her story. “I am. Baxoney was really rough around the edges, but I knew the first time I saw him, I was meant to be with him. We fought it for a while, but you can’t fight destiny.” Easton and I look at each other as Ella resumes. “We fell madly in love, and then an incident happened at the school that caused Celestial leadership to want to erase new Celestial’s memories. They planned to erase my memories of the first fifteen years of my life, and I just couldn’t allow that. Baxoney tried to fight the procedure, but he was caught and we barely escaped with our lives. The majority of my class made it out, but we couldn’t rescue everyone.” Thin tears roll down Ella’s face and Baxoney strokes her hand.  
 
    I let her tears pass, then softly ask, “What happened that made them want to erase new Celestials’ memories?”  
 
    Baxoney abruptly shuts me down like a steamroller. “That’s enough, for now.”  
 
    Before I have time to respond, Ella interjects on our behalf. “They need to know, Baxoney. I won’t let anyone else be hurt.”  
 
    Baxoney gives into Ella’s wishes hastily, and with a deep breath he answers my question. “I started at Cognosco 500 years ago, but the school started many years before that. There were years that Adem and Michael wanted erased. They hid any trace of the missing years and all the teachers were replaced, and there was a new headmaster. I began to find clues of the missing years and mentions of a girl who had abilities before her sixteenth birthday. This was the reason that all new Celestials were to have their memories erased on the eve of their sixteenth birthday.” Baxoney grabs Ella’s hand before he continues. “When I started, I didn’t know the school would implement the new memory eradication. If not for Ella, I would have happily gone along with the school’s plan, but love has a funny way of changing you.” Ella stares at Baxoney with fluttering eyelashes.  
 
    I interject to ask, “There was a girl like me? What happened to her? Why did she cause the memory eradication?”  
 
    Baxoney’s energy becomes heavy. “All I know is she was deemed a danger to all Celestials. Something about her power being deemed evil and her choosing humans over her own kind. It’s the reason they have an assessment for all new Celestials, so they can make sure it never happens again.” 
 
    She was evil and was deemed a danger? Could I have darkness in me? 
 
    Baxoney stares at me with uneasiness as he adds, “The Headmaster of the school keeps records in his office that date back 600 years. It details the first 100 years of the school. I tried to get to them, but we were almost caught and had to flee.” 
 
    Easton asks, “In Wayward’s office? Where at?”  
 
    Baxoney hesitantly answers, “When I was there it was in a locked metal box on his bookcase, labeled ‘school records.’ I have no idea if it’s still there, but that’s where I’d start.”  
 
    I try to stop my mind from spinning, telling myself that I’m not this girl from the past. I take a deep breath and ask Baxoney another question. “When you were in the school, did you feel darkness there?”  
 
    Baxoney takes a second before he answers, “The darkness is everywhere.” 
 
    We all continue to chat until dinner is finished. I help Ella clean in the kitchen while Easton heads outside with Baxoney.  
 
    Ella looks out the window, then turns towards me saying, “Do you feel the darkness within Easton?” 
 
    “I’ve always realized his energy has darkness, but it also has light. He battles between the two.”  
 
    Ella softly smiles then continues washing the dishes. “You know, Baxoney has darkness in him too. It’s hard to manage and takes a strong will to maneuver the overwhelming evilness that darkness brings.”  
 
    “Is there any way to help it?”  
 
    Ella kindly replies, “There is. I think Baxoney is teaching him how. It’s difficult to learn but worth it, when you have something to fight for.” We both look out the window as Easton and Baxoney are facing each other like they’re about to battle to the death. 
 
   


 
  


 Easton - Rabbit Hole 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baxoney stares at me as he continues to instruct me on how to remove the darkness fighting for control within me. “Your darkness is pure, but Lili’s light has found a way inside, and it’s trying to battle your dark urges. When did you first feel a change in your energy?”  
 
    With fear of his motives, I cautiously consider my words. “I felt a shift the first time I saw her. Every time we are together, I feel like my darkness lessens and the light intensifies.”  
 
    Baxoney looks out into the darkened beach as he ponders what I’ve told him. “Do you think you’re infecting her the way she’s infecting you?” His question scares me. I’d never thought of that. I know the end goal of the Darkness is to infect Lili with evil, but I have been working against that plan since I realized I love her. The thought that I might be unknowingly hurting her is devastating.  
 
    I try to hide my fear from Baxoney as I reply, “Not intentionally. Do you think I’m infecting her?”  
 
    Baxoney’s harsh demeanor softens. “I see your darkness inside of her, but it’s not like an infection. It melds with her light. Same for you. Your energies have a weird connection to each other—I’m not exactly sure why.” Baxoney’s answer helps alleviate my guilt, and he asks me another question. “How are you managing your darkness now?”  
 
    “I push it down as far as I can and try to ignore it, but it always surfaces. I’m afraid I’ll lose her if I can’t control it.”  
 
    “It took me years to realize that the darkness isn’t permanently attached to every soul. It’s moveable, infecting Celestials and humans alike. You were born with it in you, so I’m not sure you can remove what already exists in your soul, but you can remove anything new that enters your energy.”  
 
    “I want to learn. I’m ready.”  
 
    Baxoney decisively nods as he begins teaching me. “First I want you to learn to remove a small amount from me.” He points to a small tree next to him. “You need to put the energy somewhere, outside of you. I don’t know how to kill it yet, but we can transfer it. Never take it within yourself.” I nod and prepare to remove a small amount of energy from Baxoney. He continues instructing me, “Find the darkness, and encircle it with the small amount of light you have. Move it to the object you plan to transfer it to. In this case, the tree. Un-circle it and blast it with a light shield into a million pieces until it attaches.”  
 
    I take a deep breath as I try to differentiate the new dark energy from the old. The fresh energy is like air in a balloon, helping me find it quickly. I gather the light inside me and encircle the darkness. Encapsulating it within its tomb. The light becomes more natural the more I use it and I gain confidence, pushing it forward to eliminate the dark evil tar that’s been poisoning me. I shove it towards the small innocent tree with everything I have, sweating from the effort. The added darkness releases, and I instantly feel lighter. I feel hope rise within me for the first time. “Did I do it right?”  
 
    Baxoney half smirks as the tree I blasted begins to die. “That was great. Now it’s time to expand our lessons.”  
 
    We work outside for hours, until my mind quits working and insists I sleep. Tomorrow, Lili and I will travel back to school for Wayward’s New Years’ Eve Party and the beginning of the second phase of the Darkness’ plan to corrupt Lili. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Drained


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Plans 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Lili and I return to school, we begin planning our break-in to Wayward’s office. With Lili’s sixteenth birthday around the corner, we decide that our best opportunity is the school’s New Year’s Eve party that Wayward is hosting tonight. The entire school will be in attendance, so it’s our best chance to break into Wayward’s office undetected.  
 
    After being gone for almost a week, I’m relieved to finally be back in my room. I open my door and am immediately confronted by the smell of Gwyneth’s perfume. It’s like she sprayed her musky scent everywhere, ensuring I knew she visited me. I see a shimmering note on my bed next to a piece of her favorite red lingerie. The note reads: 
 
      
 
    
     Easton, 
 
     We hope the holidays were fruitful. We will begin stage two of our plan shortly after the New Year’s Eve party tonight. It’s been confirmed that Lili loves you, and your betrayal will be the final shove needed to push her over the edge. I’ll be watching you tonight at the party, so play your part well. 
 
     Gwyneth 
 
   
 
      
 
    I’ve played the double agent for as long as I can. It’s obvious to me that Lili and I have to flee the school tonight. I’ve postponed The Darkness as long as possible, but there’s no way for me to protect Lili anymore. The Darkness plans to inflict pain to Lili by taking away everything she loves until she turns dark by choice. But, I won’t let that happen.  
 
    After we retrieve the box, we will return to the party, then Lili and I will escape from the school before anyone notices we’ve fled. It’s illegal for any school aged student to not be enrolled in Cognosco and running away from the school can carry a sentence of death, but I have no other option. I think I can hide us, the way Baxoney hid his town. I just need to figure out how to get Lili to leave the school willingly. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Office Break-in 
 
      
 
      
 
    The New Year’s party is formal, requiring an evening gown like from Cinderella’s ball. I’ve never had an occasion to wear a fancy dress before, and surprisingly I feel non-disgusted by the thought. My mom gave me an evening gown for Christmas, and it’s of course obnoxious and over the top, sparkling like a magical dress made by my fairy godmother. No mice design for my mom. It cascades down, with black on top and royal blue sparkles on the bottom.  
 
    With an unexpected confidence flowing from me, I exit my room and head to meet Easton at the New Year’s Eve party. As I walk my mind becomes occupied by the details of our plan and I accidentally run right into James, falling to the floor. Since my sparkly dress doesn’t allow my legs enough room to get up smoothly, James lifts me up.  
 
    He looks down at me with a soft smile and dapper energy, which compliments his James Bond suit nicely. “You look gorgeous, Lili! Can I walk you to the party?” 
 
    I see no harm in walking with him, as long as he knows there’s no hope of it leading to a relationship. “Sure, we can walk together. I’m meeting Easton outside the party.”  
 
    James’ face twists, breaking his cool demeanor. “This shouldn’t be awkward then.” James then smirks in a playful way, lightening the tension between us.  
 
    I can’t help responding in kind. “Not at all, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”  
 
    James stops walking and his tone becomes more serious. “I know we can’t be anything more than friends, but I want you to know that I’d love for us to remain friendly. I know you’re into Easton now, but I don’t want to lose you completely.”  
 
    I feel sincerity behind his words. “I’d really like that. Your friendship means a lot to me.” With an agreement struck, James and I head to the party with a lighter energy between us.  
 
    Cognosco’s garden has been transformed into a luminescent celebration. There’s a large glass room with a wooden ceiling. The room is entwined with trees and flowers as though it has been here for centuries. The dark night sky is lit by three large lightning energy balls that levitate in the air, looking like moons lighting up the sky. There’s glass and wood food tables with sweets and a nectar fountain outside the event, surrounded by large climbing trees and antique wooden benches.  
 
    I’m a little early and don’t spot Easton anywhere, so I wait for him outside by the snack table. James insists on waiting with me, though I wish he wouldn’t. My plan for the evening doesn’t include James, and I hope his unexpected presence doesn’t cause any issues. 
 
    “Lili, want to try a glass of nectar?” James holds a glass out for me to grab. I reluctantly take it and quickly gulp it down tasting Horchata, my favorite childhood drink. James and I move to sit down, then I feel an intense annoyance and jealousy overwhelm me, letting me know of Easton’s arrived and that he isn’t happy I’m with James.  
 
    I turn around and spot him striding towards me with an irritated look across his face. James notices Easton’s demeanor and places himself in front of me as though Easton would hurt me. I don’t appreciate the gesture. Easton would never hurt me, and I can take care of myself. No knight in armor needed.  
 
    I step around James and grab Easton’s hand before he loses it, then turn to James and say, “Thanks for keeping me company. Easton and I need a moment alone to talk. I’ll see you inside later.”  
 
    James’ facade reemerges. “Okay, Lili. See you inside.” He then turns to Easton. “Nice to see you, Easton.” James walks inside the shining glass house, leaving Easton and I alone. 
 
    I pull him over by a large tree and say, “I have three things to say and then we will move on. #1 James and I are strictly friends. #2 You must work on your rage and jealousy, or it will drive us apart. #3 You look handsome in your tux.” Easton’s caught off guard by my #3 and loosens his body and energy.  
 
    He inhales deeply, speaking softly like a tranquilized bear fighting for control. “Well I have three things to say too, then. #1 You look like a goddess in that dress. #2. You may think you’re friends, but that’s not what James thinks. #3 and I … well I don’t have a #3.” I smile at Easton’s reply, which makes his tone flow like molasses. “Let’s not talk about James. We have bigger things to worry about.” Easton moves besides me and gently kisses my lips—making my energy pop.  
 
    Once I gain my composure, I push our plan forward. “Are we good to go? 
 
    “Yes, Wayward is already in the party chatting with students and teachers. I don’t know how long he’ll be there, but we should hit his office now before anyone knows we are missing. Then make it back to the party before we are missed.” I notice Easton’s energy is discombobulated, but without time to spare, I decide to let it go.  
 
    Once inside Cognosco we quickly walk past the library and to the end of the hallway were Wayward’s office is. The halls are empty and darkened as the loud party rages in the back of the school. Wayward’s office is locked and protected by energy, which isn’t surprising in a school full of Celestials. Easton and I grab hands, entwining our energies once again. The door has defenses built in with a series of intricate locks, each stronger than the previous one. The door’s defenses whip and lash around to avoid each energy burst we use to break through. It’s like an electric wire on speed. We finally blast energy through the first and second ward, which leads us to the last and final lock.  
 
    This lock is dark and heavy, absorbing every energy blast we send its way becoming bigger and grander. I start to feel like the ward is absorbing my energy with every blow, and I become increasingly exhausted every time I send a blast from my core. I lean against the doorway, unable to hold my body upright. Easton grabs my body, giving me the strength to release a final surge of power, which bursts the lock and surrounding lights. I feel Easton’s arms tighten around me as my body becomes limp. He quickly carries me inside Wayward’s office, shutting the door behind us.  
 
    Easton places me on Wayward’s plump desk chair, kneeling beside me with worry. “Are you okay?”  
 
    I weakly respond, “Yes, just drained. Let’s find the box.”  
 
    Easton’s index finger taps frantically on the desk. “The lights in the school are out, which may send people our way. We have to leave in two minutes, tops. You sit and relax. I’ll look.” Easton quickly runs around the room looking for the box Baxoney described. I try to get up and help, but my legs are too shaky to support me.  
 
    Easton frantically shouts, “We’ve got to go. People are coming.” Panic fills me, and the adrenaline helps me to move my arms. I feel an intuitive feeling pushing me to search the desk. I slowly open each drawer, desperately looking for the box. I begin to hear voices down the hall just as I notice what seems to be a fake bottom in the lower drawer. I push it with all the strength I have left until it opens, and the silver box is revealed.  
 
    I shout towards Easton, “I found it!”  
 
    He runs over to me and scoops me up in his arms as he says, “We have to go, they’re here.”  
 
    Easton rushes out of the office, leaving a mess behind us. There are Celestials running towards us from down the hall. Luckily the power is out, so neither of us can see the other. We make it outside the school and Easton quickly levitates with me in his arms.  
 
    We fly to the edge of the school until we lower back down to the ground in an area hidden by trees. We both sit silently, unable to comprehend what happened.  
 
    Easton is the first to speak. “I don’t think anyone saw us. We have to get back to the party, before they realize it’s us. Can you stand?”  
 
    I desperately try to push my body up, but nothing happens. “I can’t. Just go without me.”  
 
    Easton shakes his head. “We will have to fake it. You used up most of your energy, so your body isn’t functioning. Nectar provides fake elevated energy, but too much can make you loopy. Nevertheless it’s a risk we are going to have to take.” I nod as Easton continues, “I’m going to hide the box and come back for it later. We can’t be caught with it. If anyone asks, say we’ve been kissing outside this whole time.” Easton hastily hides the box in a nearby tree. He then rushes over to me, picking me up and levitating us back towards the New Year’s Eve party and the danger of our botched break-in. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Foundering


 
   
 
  


 Easton - NYE  
 
      
 
      
 
    I levitate Lili and I as close to the garden as possible. Floating shiny flowers surround Lili, like bees to honey, irritating me to my core. Everyone is inside preparing to ring in the New Year, so the garden is—luckily—free of Celestials. I gently place her on a bench and rush over to the nectar fountain and grab as many glasses as I can carry. Lili can barely hold herself up, and I can’t help but feel this is all my fault. She doesn’t even have full control of her powers yet. I should have broken in myself and then escaped the school with Lili. Now I don’t know how we are going to be able to prove our innocence and escape when Lili can’t even hold her head up.  
 
    I quickly sit next to Lili and hand her one nectar drink after another while trying to gauge her energy levels and get us to the party as soon as possible.  
 
    Nectar tastes different for everyone. It attaches to your energy, amplifying it. For me it tastes of vanilla ice cream, though I’m not sure why. Maybe something to do with my past. Nectar is the Celestial drink of choice; it amplify parts of our energy, but if we drink too much, we can lose consciousness and control of our minds and abilities. 
 
    With each glass Lili drinks, I can see her energy returning and a loopy-amplified Lili vibe intensifying. I carefully monitor her levels to make sure she can operate her body and still reign in her mind if she needs to. 
 
    “Okay, Lili. You ready to stand?”  
 
    She strains her face and pushes her body upright, surprised it obeys. A relieved smile floods her delicate face as she extends her arms one by one, ensuring she’s able to move normally. Her eyes open wide and mouth extends to the sky in excitement. “I’m great. I can move and I feel freer than ever before.”  
 
    I take a deep breath as I lead us into the party unseen. Lili’s new energy is right on the edge of control, so I’ll have to keep a close eye on her. I don’t think I should tell her about our escape from Cognosco until the last minute, so the nectar doesn’t make her divulge our plan.  
 
    Once inside the party I look around trying to hear any talk of a break-in. Nothing pops up, convincing me the school is keeping the break-in under wraps. I notice Gwyneth and Miles in the corner of the room, whispering as they look in our direction. I try to act normal and not draw more unwanted attention in our direction, but Lili has other plans. She dances to the music, pulling my hands towards the dance floor as she waves at every Celestial we come across. With all the nectar coursing through her body, I’m not even sure she remembers we just broke into Wayward’s office.  
 
    I lean down and whisper in her ear, “Don’t leave my side. We’ve got to be careful.”  
 
    She looks up at me and winks. “I’ve been concerned of what others thought of me my whole life. It’s wonderful to not care! I want to be the Lili I’ve always wanted to be.”  
 
    Lili continues to pull me onto the dance floor, stopping in the middle of a large group of Celestials where she finds Nora and her new girlfriend, Amanda. I can’t really hear what Lili is saying, but her swinging arms and dancing body tells me that she likes Amanda.  
 
    Lili comes back to my side and begins to twirl on the dance floor, almost starting to levitate. She stops spinning and gathers her energy as I grab her arm and give her a stern look. Lili sticks her tongue out at me and begins dancing again. She moves closer to me, smacking my thigh. “Move your body to the beats. This is what humans call dancing.” I almost laugh but catch myself.  
 
    Across the crowded dance floor, I see James staring at Lili. I can tell he’s trying to figure out a way to naturally come over and dance with her. He may have Lili fooled, but there’s something in James I don’t trust. Just as I predicted, James starts strolling over to us. I instinctually move closer to Lili, trying to block him from advancing any closer. James notices me then alters his plan, asking a girl to dance with him and then slowly making his way over to Lili with the girl en suite. He turns his back towards Lili, dancing with the girl and then intentionally runs into her—fooling no one.  
 
    I give him a murderous look and battle my inner demons as Lili and James start talking. “Hi James! We are always bumping into each other.” Her word choice convinces me James has intentionally run into Lili before. She’s too trusting of people. Lili kindly extends her hand to James’ dance partner and introduces herself. “James is the best, you two are super cute together.” The girl seems confused, which is lost on Lili.  
 
    James whispers something in Lili’s ear and I almost propel him through the ceiling. Why does he always try to infuriate me? Maybe that’s part of his plan to break us up. I try to wrangle my rage, determined to win the battle.  
 
    Like always Lili realizes I’m jealous and comes to my side, helping me fight my dark tendencies. I think she means to whisper, but instead loudly yells in my ear, “There you go again! Don’t you realize I love you?” He words vibrate within my heart, causing a swell of emotions that eliminates all rage and darkness. I don’t remember my human life, but I have no memory of anyone ever saying they love me.  
 
    I ignore James and passionately kiss Lili, giving her some of my energy. She gasps and looks up at me, pulling me into another electric kiss. We begin to gain an audience, which includes Gwyneth and Miles. With Lili unable to think straight, I end our make out session sooner than I would like.  
 
    I want to tell her I love her too, but I’m too afraid to be exposed to the Darkness. So instead I say, “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” meaning every word.  
 
    She beautifully smiles at me and begins dancing again as her nectar fueled energy craves to move. I see motion in my peripheral vision and turn my attention to Wayward in the corner of the dance floor; he’s watching us. I turn back towards Lili, determined to make a run for it before we lose our chance, but she’s no longer beside me.  
 
    James is pulling her quickly across the dance floor, and I can’t reach her. I see him practically forcing a glass of nectar down her throat and then urging her to drink another. I’m not sure of his intent, but it’s not good. I push my way to her but can’t get to her in time as she gulps down the big glass in her hand. 
 
     Her energy is so far gone, she’s stumbling and looks lost. I see James lead her off the dance floor and away from me again. With intense fear for Lili running through me and no way to get to her in time, I lift James off the floor with my energy and push him against the wall. The auditorium vibrates from James’ body hitting the glass wall. The music abruptly stops, leaving the room in an eerie silence.  
 
    Lili falls to the floor, unable to control her body and mind once the last glass of nectar hits her. Wayward run to her side, and I levitate myself into the air and through the crowd, landing next to Lili’s fallen body. I help her up and avoid eye contact with Wayward, hoping he doesn’t know we broke into his office.  
 
    Unfortunately, Wayward’s attention is locked onto Lili and I as he talks directly to me. “I assume you were the one who threw James against the wall?”  
 
    I inhale deeply and answer his question. “Yes. You know me, I’m not known for working well with others.”  
 
    Wayward looks from James to Lili and then back to me. “Easton, please let James go.”  
 
    I unhappily release him, then Wayward directs his question to a debilitated Lili. “Do you have something to tell me?” I hold my breath scared for her reply. 
 
    Lili closes her eyes before saying, “I don’t feel good.”  
 
    James inelegantly comes charging towards me from across the room as he yells in my direction, “Don’t ever use your energy against me, or you’ll be sorry!” I feel hate, rage and jealousy bursting from him, so I chose to smirk back. I know how to push his buttons. James raises his fist, aiming to hit me, but is blocked by Wayward. 
 
    Wayward stands between us with his hands raised as he pounds his words into our chests. “James and Easton, back to your rooms.” With bated breath I grab Lili in my arms and begin to leave this horrible party. Wayward grabs my arm and pulls me back to him. He talks to me with suspicion. “You go to your room and I’ll take Lili back to hers. She’s in no condition to be with you.”  
 
    My stomach falls and terror releases through my body. I don’t want Wayward with Lili alone. I need to leave the school tonight before the Darkness has a chance to enact the rest of the plan. I try to figure out a way out of this situation. But all I can think of to do is grab Lili and run, hoping I can escape quicker than the Celestials who will follow me.  
 
    Right when I’m about to bolt with Lili, Sebastian strides to my side. He grasps my arm, calming my energy. He turns to Wayward and says, “I’ll take her. It would look odd for you to be alone with a debilitated student. Not very good optics. You should stay at your party.”  
 
    Wayward shifts uncomfortably, then after a minute of internal debate says, “Okay, you can escort her to her room. Easton, I’ll talk with you in my office before you return up to your chamber.” I look at Sebastian with gratitude. I’ll have to try to get to Lili as soon as I finish with Wayward. All I can do is pray it’s not too late. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Stranded 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake slightly after midnight with a pounding headache. I can’t remember much past breaking into Wayward’s office, just bits and pieces from the party. I faintly recall James and Easton getting into a fight, but beyond that I’m at a loss. I feel a pit in my stomach that something bad has happened to Easton, and I need to find him as soon as possible. 
 
    Without nectar coursing through me my body is weak, and it takes all my energy to get out of bed and change out of my dress. I flick sequins off my skin as I stumble out of my warm sheets and into the cold school hallway. The halls of Cognosco are shadowed and quiet, though I hear the faint sound of the party still raging outside.  
 
    About halfway to Easton’s room, the hairs on my arm begin to raise and the unmistakable smell of ash fills the halls. The Darkness from my premonition is present and watching me. With an unease charging me, I begin walking quicker than before even as my body shakes from a weird mixture of adrenaline and exhaustion. I see a dark shadow come around the hallway corner, large and imposing. I begin to run, desperately trying to make it to Easton’s room before it reaches me. I can see a darkened shadow coming closer on the wall, and my legs wobble from exhaustion.  
 
    I see Easton’s room ahead and I feel hopeful that I can escape the evil. I fall and begin banging on his door in a panic right before the Darkness engulfs me, wrapping around me like a snake I can’t escape. Pain starts radiating through every part of my body as the serpent wraps around me in its suffocating grip.  
 
    I reach out for Easton’s energy—begging him to help—but he’s not in his room. I’m losing the battle to the Darkness, and he’s too far away to help me. My luminescence slowly leaves me until I feel bare and vulnerable. My soul disconnects from my body as my mind shuts down, lost in a black abyss… 
 
    My soul regains consciousness, frightened and disconnected from my body and the life I remember. I’m unable to connect to any space around me, surrounded by a cavity of coldness and fear. I’m all alone with only misery, envy and sinfulness trying to infiltrate me: lost without any light or will to find my way out. I mentally cry out for help to anyone who is listening until my soul feels broken and abandoned by everyone. My love for my parents, Nora, James and Easton slowly starts to disappear, leaving only abandonment and pain in its place.  
 
    Time seems to start slipping from me. I lose track of my body’s meter to the world. With barely enough strength to resist the Darkness, I find the will to try to fight one more time. I beg for help in the depth of my soul, praying for relief with everything I have left.  
 
    Then out of nowhere my hope begins to return when I spot a spark of light through the darkness, a warmth in a sea of endless coldness. I see the spark start to take shape. I slowly begin to recognize Easton’s face as peace and serenity engulf me, finally granting me relief. I feel my soul carried with love and tenderness back to my empty vessel as I wake to Easton standing over me in a room full of light so beautiful, I begin to cry. 
 
     My tired eyes have trouble adjusting to the bright room as I slowly start to make out shapes and images. I see Easton’s face looking down at me. His expression is relieved with a lingering fear and sorrow residing in his energy. His face shows signs of exhaustion, and stubble surrounds his jaw. I’m unsure what happened to me, but I was lost in the darkness and Easton found me. Before I can say a word, he grabs me and holds me tightly against his body, pumping his energy into me. Our energies still connect, but the connection has significantly weakened—it feels different from what I remember.  
 
    I struggle with what to say, finally finding a scratchy unused voice. “There was so much pain and endless black everywhere I looked. Then I saw your face. You helped me get out.”  
 
    Easton’s hold tightens around me as he whispers, “That wasn’t me. I couldn’t connect to you. I tried everything. Nora and I have been in the library every day trying to find something to help you, but everything we tried didn’t work. I’m so sorry.” I feel lost in his words, my energy feeling foreign to me—heavier.  
 
    I try to acclimate to my new energy, slowly threading together a response. “I don’t know. I saw you and felt you. Maybe I hallucinated.” Easton climbs on the bed with me, holding me gently and kissing my forehead. My body physically responds to him, without any depth or love behind it. Making it feel shallow and very unlike me. I try to fight my urges, but they’re powerful and all consuming. I start kissing Easton, with pure lust driving me forward, wanting to possess him.  
 
    He pulls away from me, with concern tinting his eyes. “You just woke up, you should rest.”  
 
    His denial enrages me, filling me with pure venom. I quickly spit my words out with the intent to hurt him. “There’s others who would love to be in your position. If you don’t want to be with me, just let me know.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I feel horrible. I immediately try to repair the damage I see written all over Easton’s face. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know why I said that.”  
 
    Easton’s expression reflects the concern I feel radiating from his energy. He gently kisses my lips then says, “It’s okay. You’ve been through a lot. I want to be with you, never doubt that.”  
 
    “It doesn’t excuse my words. I feel different.”  
 
    I swear I see Easton’s breath catch. “How so?”  
 
    I’m unsure of what’s different, but I try my best to answer. “I feel like I have contrasting energies fighting for control. I feel lost, just like I did in the dark abyss.”  
 
    Easton’s eyebrows furrow as he probes me for more information. “Where were you? I couldn’t find your energy anywhere. Was anyone there with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know where I was. It felt like a place where pure evil breeds, sucking the joy from the world…I was all alone and empty.” My emotions feel hollow and foreign as I recall my experience for Easton. A lone tear rolls down my cheek as I bury my head into his chest. I feel as though the Darkness has somehow infected my energy and is now fighting for control, but I don’t tell Easton that. He gently holds me and we both sit comfortably in silence until I feel strong enough to talk again. “How long was I gone?”  
 
    Easton’s slow response fills me with concern. “Lili, you’ve been gone for almost a month.” Easton’s words permeate my soul. I was gone for an entire month?  
 
    Confusion washes over me like a tidal wave as I struggle to keep my head above water. “I was there for an entire month?” My words hang in the air as I try to quiet the vicious voices inside my head telling me hope is futile. Once I feel balanced again, I anxiously ask, “Did you look in the box? Do we know how to stop memory eradication? We only have a little bit of time before my sixteenth birthday.” The words come unfiltered from my mouth as a part of me panics for the future while the other part of me doesn’t care if my negative memories of my dead dad and mom are removed.  
 
    Easton looks around the room cautiously before answering. “I discovered a lot of interesting information, but I think we should talk about it in private, once you’ve been released.” Somehow, I feel disconnected to everything I cared about before. This realization deeply worries me as I try to work out all the ways I’ve changes since waking up. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
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 Lili - New and Shiny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next two day I’m visited by Jim, the main Celestial healer, who endlessly tries to understand what happened to me. “So, this snake that attacked you, was it solid like you and me?”  
 
    I answer Jim in irritation, just wanting to be released. “It felt like a shadow in the shape of a snake. I don’t know. It held me there, so maybe.” 
 
    “Does your energy feel different since returning from the other reality?”  
 
    This is Jim’s favorite question and I always answer it the same. “I’m exactly the same and I feel good.” I try to hide the darkness that I feel growing inside of me. Jim seems universally dumbfounded by everything that happened to me, and I feel myself growing angrier and more distant to the Celestials that surround me.  
 
    My newfound energy has changed me in numerous ways. I feel lust, anger, and hate far too easily. My body and mind feel powerful and unstoppable, like all the kindness I had before was diluting my true abilities.  
 
    After being released from the healing facility Easton holds my hand and walks me to my room. We still have a connection, but something has shifted inside me—placing walls where I used to have canyons. As I get closer to my room, I notice people staring at me.  
 
    Easton notices too. “Don’t worry, they won’t stare for much longer. Just need something new to talk about.”  
 
    I remember hating attention before, but I feel differently now. “Don’t worry about. I don’t really mind the attention.”  
 
    Easton stops walking and turns towards me with concern coloring his aura. “That’s news to me.”  
 
    I smile at him, feeling complex emotions fighting for control of my energy. On one hand I feel love trying to fight for dominance, and then on the other I feel fear. Easton’s closeness to me makes me feel exposed and vulnerable. I desperately want a little space, so I can take a deep breath and figure things out.  
 
    I try to hide the change from Easton. “Don’t worry, I’m okay. I just need some space to figure things out.”  
 
    Easton moves a strand of hair from my face as he says, “I understand that, but I’d like to talk about what I discovered in the box from Wayward’s office.”  
 
    My new energy doesn’t care about what Easton discovered. Having Easton close to me feels like my atoms are leaping around on a bouncy house, and I want him as far away from me as possible. “Not now, I need to rest. We can discuss it another time.” The pain on Easton’s face triggers an internal battle inside of me. He tries to grab my hand, but my energy pushes him away. I escape inside my room, slamming it behind me. I move away from the door, waiting for Easton’s energy to leave. He hesitates for far too long, then begins to shuffle away. As soon as his energy is far enough gone, I feel a different energy wash over me—an overpowering darkness.  
 
    I turn from the door and find Nora reading on our couch, like always. She begins to stand, walking over to me with a relieved look on her face. “I can’t believe you’re okay. We were so concerned. I missed my partner in crime.”  
 
    I stare at her coldly, finding it hard to connect like before. My words flow out of me, empty of emotional connection. “I’m okay. I just want to get back to my classes as soon as possible.”  
 
    Nora tilts her head before responding to me with understanding, free of judgement. “Of course. I can help you catch up. Our next class starts in about 30 minutes.” 
 
     I look at the clock and quickly begin changing while I talk to Nora. “I don’t need to study, I’m more advanced than everyone in the school.”  
 
    Nora watches me closely as she responds. “True, but no need to be vain.” I look at myself in the reflection and notice I’m wearing a revealing short dress, which shows too much of everything. I like the way I look and smile at my image.  
 
    I see Nora looking at me with widened eyes, surprised by the new me. “That’s a different dress, but whatever floats your boat I suppose.”  
 
    I quickly apply make-up and grab Sax, ready to head out the door. Sax begins connecting to me with worry in her voice. “Lili you’ve been infected, your energy is far too dark. You need to get help immediately, or you may not…” I quickly shut off my gnosis and Sax. I’m tired of being the old scared and docile Lili. It’s time for the new me. 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - True Friends 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blake, my energy professor, warmly greets me back to class. As I walk to my seat, I feel relief and genuine concern fill the room, but my energy seems more interested in the spikes of lust radiating from numerous Celestials within the class. I saunter by my classmates until I sit next to James, knowing my outfit has received its desired result. 
 
    James gives me a large hug and I instantly feel attraction towards him, less hidden than before. Our connection feels simple, unlike my current relationship to Easton. Not much has changed there. 
 
    James whispers in my ear, causing a shiver within my dark energy. “I’m happy to see you…I was worried.” Pushed by curiosity, I take a quick glance inside his mind. I vividly see the fight between James and Easton on the night of the NYE party, and I’m surprised to find rage entwined within the memory. Before my coma, I purposely stayed out of other’s minds, but my old reasoning and morals don’t seem to hold much weight anymore.  
 
    Tickled by James’ hate for Easton, and desire for me, I flirtatiously touch his leg as I languidly say, “Thanks for thinking of me. Want to talk later tonight? Nora is studying after dinner, and my room is completely free from distractions.”  
 
    James’ is shocked, responding quickly. “I’d love to come. It would be nice to talk some more, without Easton.”  
 
    I’m confused by my own actions, wondering why I’m inviting him over. I start to retract my words when Blake stops in front of my desk, interrupting me. “Lili, I know you may be a little behind, but today we are working on energy holds. I’ve partnered you with Nora, since she’s the most advanced in the class. Please let me know if you need additional help.”  
 
    I nod in Blake’s direction then turn back towards James, whispering in his ear, “See you tonight.” I then get up walking towards Nora, who is waiting for me on the energy practice mats.  
 
    I can tell Nora is unsure of how to handle me. She has a quizzical look on her face as she tries to explain the exercise to me. “In order to hold another Celestial’s energy, you first need to encase their energy with yours, like putting a rubber band around their abilities. We should take it slow, so no one becomes suspicious. As of now, I’m the only one who can perform both.” 
 
    Of course, Nora wants to be the only Celestial to shine in class. I always have to hide my abilities; I could obliterate everyone in here. With anger seething from my voice I say, “So you think I should hide the true me? Why? So, you can be the best in the class?”  
 
    Nora walks towards me with vigor. “Listen to me here and now. I know you are a thousand times stronger than I will ever be, and I’m proud to call you my friend. I’m just trying to protect you, and if you can’t see that, then you’re in trouble.” 
 
    The old me screams at the new me to be thankful that Nora is my friend, and for the moment she wins the battle. I walk closer to Nora and shamefully say, “I’m so sorry, you are a great friend and I would be lost without you.”  
 
    Nora takes a deep breath as relief floods her voice. “There you are. The first day we met I knew we got each other, and I understand what’s happening now. I know you’re in trouble and you’re trying to fight your way out. I’m going to help you.” Her words cause relief and anger as an inner battle for control begins.  
 
    Blake, announces to the class, “Alright, everyone can begin. Make sure your partner is prepared before you begin to confine their energy.”  
 
    Nora and I separate across the practice mats, and as soon as I hit my position, I send a strong energy bolt in Nora’s direction. She barely blocks it, staring at me with fear and worry. I enjoy the release of my abilities, showing the class I’m powerful and not to be messed with.  
 
    I hear Nora yell at me, “Lili, don’t lose control! Don’t do this.” As the last word leaves her lips, I send another bolt—a stronger, more powerful one that shakes the room, making the lights turn on and off. My untamed energy knocks Nora to the floor, and I feel horrible shame and sadness overfill my emotions. My classmates shrink back from me with wide eyes and gasps of fear. I run out of the room, leaving Nora on the ground.  
 
    I run to the nearest bathroom, collapsing to the floor as soon as the door shuts behind me. I feel too exhausted to participate in the war between good and bad that’s currently raging inside. I cover my head, begging for it to stop. I feel a large sturdy hand grab my shoulder, providing me relief from the demons within me.  
 
    I look up and see Sebastian sitting in front of me, inside the girl’s bathroom, with an odd smirk on his face. “I’d ask how you’re doing, but I doubt I’d get an honest answer. I visited you in the healer’s room a couple of times, but your soul wasn’t there.”  
 
    I stare at him with pain in my eyes, begging for him to help me. “What’s happening to me?”  
 
    Sebastian’s hand moves to my head as he continues to talk. “I can see darkness implanted in your energy, which I’d imagine is unnatural and displeasing to who you are and are meant to be.”  
 
    With pain radiating through my body, I ruthlessly lash out at Sebastian. “What are you talking about?! Why was darkness put inside me?!” 
 
    “I would imagine it was to change you, corrupt your energy. It’s like everyone is playing with half a deck, unaware of the real game at play.”  
 
    My head throbs, and it takes everything I have to speak as my old self. “How do I fight it? I can feel it taking control.”  
 
    Sebastian’s face twists as he responds gently. “You already know what to do. Find the voice inside to lead you.” Voice inside of me? Right now, there’s two opposing voices inside me, fighting for control. I roll my head down into my lap, desperate for it to stop. Desperate for peace. Anything but this. When I lift my head back up, Sebastian is gone.  
 
    I hear the bathroom door open, expecting to see Sebastian return, but instead I’m surprised by Nora. Worry is written all over her face as she moves closer to me. “I’m stronger than I look. You didn’t harm me.”  
 
    I feel tears fall from my eyes. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    She shakes her head. “It wasn’t you. Can you hold on a little longer?” All I can do is nod my head yes. Though I know she doesn’t like physical contact, Nora grabs my hands—filling my energy with love as she says, “It’s hard for me to get close to anyone, so I’m not losing you. We will solve this together.”  
 
    An unexpected smile escapes me. I feel the light gain a small advantage, which allows me to plead, “Hurry, I can’t hold on much longer.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Shattering Push 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a long day, I find refuge in my bedroom while Nora spends time in the library trying to find a solution to my problem. I start getting ready for bed when there’s a light knock on my door that reminds me of my invitation to James. I hesitantly answer, not in the mood to battle the darkness inside of me for another second. I see James standing in front of me with a kind smile and a presumptuous energy. I want to tell him to leave, but instead the darkness inside of me opens my door wider, letting James know he can enter if he dares. 
 
    He looks around my room, paying special attention to my bed before he begins talking. “Thanks for inviting me over. It was hard waiting for you to wake, not sure if you ever would. It gave me a lot of time to think.”  
 
    I almost respond by rolling my eyes. “I’m happy to be awake. What did you think about?”  
 
    James hesitates, trying to form a connection with me, unaware that I’ve changed since waking. “I thought a lot about you and me. How I feel deeply for you. How Easton drags you down, where I would lift you up. I don’t understand how you could be with him.”  
 
    James’ words anger me, and a hidden rage begins to emerge in my voice. “Really? That seems like a waste of a month if you ask me. How would you lift me up? You couldn’t even hold your own against Easton at the NYE party.” My words sting him, which was my intent. The darkness revels in his pain, gaining an advantage in my mind.  
 
    James almost spits his words at me, trying to convince himself as much as me. “I don’t even have my powers yet—it wasn’t a fair fight from the start. I thought you’d like someone who is in control of their emotions, but if you’re attracted to brute force and jealousy, then you picked the perfect guy.” James takes a deep breath, unhappy to have lost his temper. He wrestles with what to say, abruptly standing up and abandoning his plan of “seducing” me.  
 
    I’m shocked to find myself grabbing James and pulling him closer to me. I try to control my dark energy but feel it trying to grab the reins before I have any chance of stopping it. “James, what is it you like about me?” 
 
    James avoids eye contact—fumbling with his words before finding the courage to look at me. “You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I can’t think when I’m around you.”  
 
    My reply is heavy with sarcasm. “Beauty—I see. The start of every great romance.”  
 
    James hesitates before responding. “You’re also kind. Remember what a great time we had in Austin?” 
 
    “James, we haven’t even kissed.” Spurred on by the darker me, James intensely kisses me. I feel a sinful energy emerge within me as I kiss him back. My lighter self feels lost amongst the darkness, just like I felt in the abyss.  
 
    James is unaware of my internal battle as he arrogantly speaks. “You can’t tell me that we don’t have chemistry. We are meant to be together.”  
 
    The kiss was anything but special. I didn’t feel a spark like I do when I kiss Easton, but I’m unable to gain control as my mouth forms words duplicitous in nature. “There’s something between us, but I’m sorry to tell you it’s not enough.”  
 
    My words wound James, and I see a switch flip inside of him. He aggressively steps forward as he unyieldingly grabs my arm. “You didn’t feel anything? I don’t believe you—you know we have a connection, and you’re lying to me and yourself.” He begins to kiss me again—this time more forcefully than before. Externally paralyzed and lost within my own body, I gather all the strength I have left and start pushing the darkness away.  
 
    Once the light gains control again, I push James back as I say. “No. I don’t want to. Get off.” James is lost to his own demons, unable to hear my words. He continues to kiss me, trying to remove my top as he clumsily unbuttons his pants. I shakily use my energy to push James back against my door. I put my shirt on and scream at him—putting on a show of strength but feeling utterly weak inside. 
 
    “Leave! Don’t ever touch me again.” James’ face falls as he realizes he’s made a mistake, and disgust washes over him. He buttons his pants and leaves my room, slamming the door behind him. I hurriedly lock it behind him, sliding down the door until my butt hits the floor. I feel overwhelmed by the shock running through my body and notice an almost menacing joy down deep—scaring me more than James ever could. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Broken


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Discovery 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sit down on my bed, fighting to keep my eyes open. I need to figure out how to help Lili even though she won’t let me near her. My eyes begin to close again right as my door opens dramatically, reveling Nora.  
 
    She walks in my room, talking so quickly I can barely understand her. “Lili is in trouble. She’s been infected by darkness and hasn’t gotten out of bed. I don’t know if I have any more time to find a solution. I think she needs help now.”  
 
    I stand up immediately and begin walking to Lili and Nora’s room. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Once outside their dorm Nora opens the door, saying. “I’ll wait out here. I think it would be better if there was only one of us.”  
 
    I agree, and quickly storm Lili’s bedroom. The normally light filled room is pitch black with the windows drawn. I quickly turn on the light trying to locate Lili, finding her laying in bed with her wide eyes staring at the ceiling.  
 
    Worry overtakes my emotions as I climb into her bed next to her and gently pull her covers off. “Lili—what’s wrong? Are you okay?”  
 
    She turns to me, as if she’s just noticed me. Her voice sounds dead. “I’m not okay. I’m evil and I deserve everything that’s happened to me.”  
 
    I gently grab her hand. “You’re not. I know what darkness looks like, and you’re not it. You’re good, I promise.”  
 
    “You don’t understand. I’ve been infected. It’s like my soul isn’t mine anymore. I have evil inside me, and I can’t beat it. It’s too strong.” I feel the truth behind her words as I contemplate how to help her. I figured Lili had been infected, but I’m unsure of how much darkness she has inside of her. I begin to search her energy and I’m shocked by the amount of corruption inside of her—more than I would have ever thought possible. Her light is still there but buried down deep. I instantly know what to do. 
 
    “Lili—I see the darkness. I’m going to remove as much as I can.” Lili looks at me, a slight ray of hope shining through her eyes. I’m desperate to help her and make the choice to withdraw as much dark energy from her soul as possible. Baxoney’s lessons have taught me how, and without anywhere to put that much darkness, I’ll have to take it within me. I’ve had years to manage the evilness within me, and a little bit more won’t affect me like it’s affecting her.  
 
    I wrap her in my arms, taking a deep breath, and withdraw as much darkness from her as I can. Wrapping the darkness inside my light and taking it in, over and over until I can’t take any more. The heaviness of my new energy is overwhelming, and I plan to dump it somewhere as soon as I can. I look at Lili’s energy and see her light emerging, taking control of her energy. I still see darkness, but there’s much less than before.  
 
    I swallow hard, pushing the heaviness down so I can talk to Lili. “I’ll help you learn to control what remains.”  
 
    She grins at me going in to kiss me, then pulls back as though something just occurred to her. “Thank you, Easton. I feel like I can breathe again.” Her face shifts as she continues talking. “Before you agree to help me, I need to tell you something.” I remain silent waiting for her to tell me, afraid that she’s discovered my secret and is cutting me loose. “Easton—I made a mistake and I have no one to blame but myself. I invited James over, and we kissed.”  
 
    I feel more rage than I’ve ever felt overpowering my energy as I try to contain it. Lili’s dark energy has more of an edge, making my words come out harsher than I intend. “I need to hear everything that happened.”  
 
    Lili’s eyes swell as she fights to find the right words. “I woke infected by darkness. I kept fighting it, but after a while I couldn’t anymore.” Shame radiates from her as she adds, “I stopped fighting it. I was too tired to resist…I shouldn’t have done that. You fight it every day.” I grab her hand, understanding her more than ever as she continues her explanation. “I said horrible things to James that really hurt him, basically begging him to kiss me.” She hesitates, and a tear falls on my hand. “I found the strength to stop it and he left but he… It’s all my fault.”  
 
    Lili’s story feels like dagger to my soul—but the darkness in her is to blame. I know Lili and she would never do this, and I won’t let the darkness tear us apart. “Lili, I understand the darkness, how it works and what it does. It’s to blame, not you.” 
 
    Her eyes flash with fear as her words come rushing out. “I’ve lost so much time and my birthday’s almost here. Plus, I have no idea how to prevent my dream from coming true. Time is slipping away.”  
 
    “Then we have no time to waste. Do you feel up to learning what I discovered in Wayward’s office?”  
 
    Lili’s eyes perk up, exposing her hope. “Tell me everything!” 
 
    “Everything Baxoney told us is true. I found information about the girl he spoke of. Her name was Mary and she was special, just like you. Her abilities were present at birth and continued to grow. They thought she was the new replacement for Michael. He lost his connection with God around the same time the new Celestials were sent down.”  
 
    Lili’s eyes bug out in shock. “Mary… Her name was said in my dream before I started school. I had almost completely forgot about it.”  
 
    She twists her face in thought as I continue to tell the story. “Mary came into massive amounts of power on her sixteenth birthday. There was a battle at the school, and she was captured and killed. In order to protect the secret of who Mary was, and why the Celestials were sent down, the school decided to erase all memory of her. They wiped her existence from the memories of all new and old Celestials.”  
 
    Lili’s face shows concern as she asks, “Why do they still perform the memory eradication?”  
 
    “They discovered that the Celestials were more docile once a part of their memories had been removed. The next year they experimented with removing the new Celestial’s memories of their human life, finding it made them more susceptible to darkness.”  
 
    Lili tries to wrap her brain around the revelation, nervously asking, “Does it say who started the procedure?”  
 
    I answer her honestly. “Adem was the one who first implemented the procedure. I’m sure he’s behind it.” I continue telling Lili about what I found in the silver box. “They always perform the memory eradication on the eve of a new Celestial’s sixteenth birthday—which aligns to when Mary came into her full power. I believe they have been preparing for another Mary to return.”  
 
    Lili seems deep in thought as she talks to herself aloud. “I’m the new Mary?” 
 
    “I think you’re meant to be the new Michael, and the Darkness will stop at nothing to prevent that. I believe that the Darkness now knows who you are, and we are now all in deep trouble.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Warnings 
 
      
 
      
 
    The events of the last couple of days have been forever marked on my soul. The darkness removal has helped me return to my old self, but I feel my soul has been forever changed. I closely follow Nora to class, using her as a security blanket, as I face my classmates post-darkness. Today’s the first day I’ve seen James since the night he came to my room, and the thought of talking to him makes me feel like a washing machine with a load of bulky sheets inside.  
 
    Nora’s been helping me relax before our class starts, filling me in on all the school gossip I missed over the last month. “Ben from our history class just had his memory eradication, and he’s a completely different person. The school had a big party for him the day before, where everyone celebrated, like nothing was amiss. It was really weird. Amanda just wanted to dance the whole night—she never wanted to talk about the elephant in the room. I guess I finally found a less talkative girl—not sure I like it.” Nora and her new girlfriend have been hot and heavy since our holiday break.  
 
    Eager for more information about Ben’s memory eradication, I ask, “Is he the first Celestial in our class to have it done?” 
 
    “Yes, all of our birthdays are in the next month. Harper says all our souls were sent down at the same time, but our birthdays are dependent on our mothers’ bodies and personalities. Can you imagine your mom’s personality preventing you from being born?”  
 
    I smile at the thought. “I actually can.” Nora laughs as I nervously ask, “Does Ben seem like his old self?”  
 
    Nora stops walking. “I’m not really sure. I didn’t really know him well before the procedure. I can tell you that he seems like a drone now, but he could have had that personality before. It’s hard to tell.” Nora’s answer worries me. We continue to walk towards our class, spotting James standing outside the room. My body tenses as I physically get closer to him. Nora notices a change in my body as she glances in James’ direction. “Do you want me to stay? I still say you shouldn’t apologize. You were dark, what’s his excuse?”  
 
    Unsure of my answer, I say, “It feels like a blur, really. Trust me, I am as much to blame as he is. Would you mind if I meet you inside? I think it will go better if it’s just me and him.” Nora gives James a nasty look as she heads inside. I take a deep breath, nervously walking towards him with a million thoughts racing through my head. The first thing to pop out is… “Hi, James.”  
 
    He looks at me with a mixture of shame and anger. His tone is darker than before—which I expected. “Hi. How’s everything going?”  
 
    I struggle with how to move forward with our relationship but feel that I have to try to fix what my darkness intentionally broke. “I’m sorry for what happened the other night. I wasn’t myself. I don’t know how to explain it, but I was horrible to you, and there’s no excuse for my actions. I hope you know I would never want to hurt you or cause you pain.”  
 
    James’ face softens, taking in my apology and lifting his eyes to connect to mine. “I understand. I wasn’t myself either. I felt something heavy taking over me that night, but as soon as I left your room—it was gone. I know that’s not an excuse…but I hope you can forgive me anyway.”  
 
    I needed to hear James’ explanation. I wonder if the darkness in me affected him in some way? I acted horribly, but so did he. If he can forgive me for my actions, then I can certainly forgive him. “Of course. Clean slate?”  
 
    James’ eyebrows flare as he says, “Absolutely, completely clean.” He pretends to wash his hands, then continues to talk. “My birthday’s coming up—I think it’s been messing with my head.”  
 
    Fear for James runs through my body. “James—I’m sorry, I didn’t know. When is it?”  
 
    James looks down at the floor again as he responds. “It’s tomorrow. I was going to tell you the other night, but things got so messed up.” I want to hug him and tell him everything will be all right, but I don’t believe it will. So, I stand staring at him with despair as he nervously talks. “They’re throwing a party for me tonight. I hope you’ll still try to make it.” I try to put on a brave face—smiling at him when I feel like crying.  
 
    I breathe in deep, trying to steady my voice. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  
 
    James didn’t like the ‘we’ within my sentence, tinting his response with jealousy. “I know you’re still with Easton, but can you not bring him?” I feel an uncomfortable feeling emerge within me. I understand James’ reasoning, but I feel uneasy about his request.  
 
    I try to ignore my own feelings and focus on James’ sensitivity. “Uh…sure, if that’s what you want.”  
 
    “Did you tell him about the other night?”  
 
    The darkness and drama of the other night comes racing back to my mind as I answer James quickly, wanting to wipe that night from my mind forever. “I told him most of it.”  
 
    James anxiously asks, “And how did he take it?” 
 
    “Easton understands I wasn’t in the right mind. You have nothing to worry about.” The lights on the classroom door begin to flash, signaling class is about to begin. James and I start to head in together, when I hear someone call my name from around the corner.  
 
    I turn around and find Wayward walking towards me. I signal to James that I’ll be right in then I walk towards Wayward with a heavy feeling in my stomach. He stops abruptly in front of me. “Thanks for waiting. I haven’t had a chance to check in with you since you woke up. I want to know how you’re doing,” he says.  
 
    “I’m doing much better, thanks.”  
 
    He puckers his lips before replying. “So glad to hear that. I heard Easton was in your room almost every day. You two seem to have a unique relationship.”  
 
    I feel as though Wayward is warning me away from Easton, which feels uncomfortable in all sorts of ways. “Just a normal relationship. I don’t typically see things the way others do.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t.” He pauses, letting the silence between us expand until it feels uncomfortable. “I just want to make sure your guard is up.” I nod my head as Wayward continues to talk. “I know you have to get to class, but I’d love if you could stop by my office next week for a chat. I want to keep checking in on you. We can make it a standing appointment.” I reluctantly agree to Wayward’s request. He heads back in the direction of his office, and I head into my classroom with a slight alarm sounding inside my head.


 
   
 
  


  Lili - Fear 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a long day of classes, I head outside to meet Easton for our darkness training session. It’s colder than normal, with grey clouds forming outside the school’s boundaries. I spot Easton sitting on a bench isolated by large trees. He looks up at me, hiding his overpowering dark energy deep inside. I worry that when he took some of my darkness the other night, his energy was more affected than he let on. 
 
    As I sit next to him our energies begin to intertwine, providing me a feeling of contentment and safety. I smile at him, and he smiles back. “How did today go? Having an easier time than before?”  
 
    Happy to feel a deep, loving connection to Easton again, I gently kiss him then answer his question. “Happy to feel like my old self again.”  
 
    He grins. “And I’m happy you feel like the old you too.” He kisses me again for good measure before he continues. “I don’t want to ruin the mood. but with your birthday only a week away and without any plan to prevent you from losing your memory, we may have to consider running.”  
 
    The thought of running feels instinctually wrong to me. “Let’s not give up yet. If we run, we will always end up running. We’d be considered a threat to all Celestials. It’s not a solution.”  
 
    Easton’s energy tightens as he replies angrily, “They already know who you are, and they’re not going to wait before they try to kill you. We have no other plan.” I can tell Easton’s fear is overwhelming him, so I try to think of a solution to our problem. 
 
    “What if we combined our energy? Would we be able to withstand the procedure together?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. It may work, but it could fail too, and that’s not a risk I’m willing to take.”  
 
    My mouth twists as I continue to think of possible solutions. “What happens to the memories after they’re taken?”  
 
    “I’m not sure, and we don’t have time to find out. We need to leave tonight before it’s too late.”  
 
    Anxiety springs from me at the mention of tonight. I decide to bring up an uncomfortable subject for both of us. “I can’t tonight. It’s James’ birthday celebration, and he asked me to go.”  
 
    I feel rage shoot from Easton as his overpowering dark energy almost stops my breath. I grab his hand, trying to help balance him. His energy is stifling and hard for me to calm. He takes a deep breath as he sneers, “What did you say to him?”  
 
    I hesitate to answer, knowing the darkness will react negatively. “I said I’d go….” A long pause stretches out between us.  
 
    In the silence I chose to rip off the bandage, telling him the other bad news. “There’s something else. He’s scared about the memory eradication and asked if you’d stay home. I think your presence sets him off.”  
 
    Just as I expected, Easton’s energy becomes out of control, but this time he stands up to pull away from me. His words come pouring out as I see him fight to maintain control. “He kissed you the other night. You were influenced by darkness, but he knew we were together and still kissed you. I don’t trust him, and I’m usually right.”  
 
    “I understand why you’d feel that way, but I led him on. I made James think I wanted him before I stopped it. If you want someone to blame, blame me.”  
 
    Easton looks at me intently, dropping his anger and grabbing my hand. “I don’t trust him, but I trust you. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re done.”  
 
    Now that I understand how the darkness works, Easton’s ability to keep it at bay amazes me. “Thanks. You’ve got to show me how you manage to win the battle.” Easton gently grabs my hand and leads me into a clearing in the woods, where he first taught me how to move objects with my mind. The area has changed, with several large trees blackened. I point to one of the dead trees. “What happened here?”  
 
    He confesses, “After taking a large chunk of your darkness, I had to get rid of it before it consumed me. I released as much as I could into the trees, but I couldn’t get rid of everything.” 
 
    I look at the darkened trees and ask, “How did you do that? Does the infection spread from the trees?” 
 
    “I don’t think it spreads.” The uncertainty of Easton’s answer scares me. “I encase the darkness in light and shatter it into a million tiny pieces, while attaching it to something else.”  
 
    “Then what?”  
 
    “I use my positive energy as a force field that protects the pieces from coming back.” Easton nods his head as he continues, “Energy is a part of our souls, not our body. So, everything needs to be done by your mind. You have one of the most powerful energies I’ve ever seen, and you aren’t even working with your full reserves yet. Your energy is limitless, but if your mind doesn’t believe that, it will put a restraint on your capabilities.” I understand what Easton’s telling me, but it’s a hard concept to implement. How am I supposed to convince my own mind I’m powerful when I feel weak and powerless?  
 
    I try to lighten the mood. “You’re really reminding me of Yoda these days.” Easton chuckles at my reference. He really enjoyed the Star Wars movies, and has quoted Yoda to me multiple times after watching the series on our flights to and from Bermuda.  
 
    “Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering.” Easton’s quote makes me smile, thinking about how happy my dad would be to know I found someone else who appreciates Star Wars. Easton returns to his normal voice as he continues to instruct me. “I’m going to send a negative wave towards you, and I want you to block it.”  
 
    I re-focus. “Okay. I’m ready.” I face Easton head on and brace myself for an attack, putting up a light shield and praying it protects me. Easton sends negative energy my way as I feel it try to break through my protection. I imagine strength and push light outwards to encase the darkness—successfully breaking up the attacking force. I move the darkness to a nearby tree, which dies instantly. “It’s just like fighting an energy bolt.” 
 
    “And we all know you can send a mean energy bolt.”  
 
    I smile at Easton, happy to have him in my life. “You know who came to see me early today?” 
 
    Easton’s eyebrows furrow and his lips tighten. “Who?” 
 
    “Wayward. He says he was checking in on me, but he seemed focused on our relationship. He wants to see me once a week.”  
 
    I feel panic rise inside Easton as his energy becomes erratic and twinges with regret. “You can’t see him again… I’ve been meaning to tell you something for a while, but I’ve been afraid of losing you. Please listen to everything I have to say before reacting.”  
 
    Time freezes as I debate what to say. I feel a crippling anxiety and fear that whatever he has to tell me will change us forever, and I don’t want that. I love him and don’t want that to change. I place my head in my trembling hands debating if I want to hear what he has to say or if I should just change the subject. “Go ahead, I’m listening.”  
 
    Easton grabs my hand as we sit on the dirt ground surrounded by dead trees. “Before you got here, I was told you were coming. That I had pure darkness inside of me and because of that God would send down someone to combat that. He told me you’d kill me, and in order for me to survive, I’d have to make you fall for me and infect you with darkness. I agreed, before I’d met you. I didn’t know anything about you and the first moment I saw you, we connected, and I’ve been trying to fight it ever since.”  
 
    My body shakes after hearing Easton’s words. I shouldn’t have trusted him. How could I have been so stupid? A million thoughts fill my mind, and although it hurts me to do it, I pull my hand away from his. “Is our connection real?”  
 
    Easton’s eager to answer, rushing his words. “Our connection is 100% real. I tried to fight it at first, but you were meant for me. We were meant for each other. It’s something he doesn’t know about and didn’t properly prepare me for. It’s an advantage.” 
 
    He’s known all along I’ve been in danger. He’s been working with someone and keeping me in the dark. “Who is He? Who have you been working for?”  
 
    Regret crosses Easton’s face as he answers, “Wayward. He’s pure darkness and can’t be trusted. You can’t meet with him.”  
 
    Disbelief and rage bubble up within me as my voice raises to a yell. “Wayward is pure evil and you never told me until now!? Why? I trusted you.”  
 
    My mind shoots to all the times he could have told me—all the horrible things that have happened to me because I wasn’t told who the enemy was. I throw an accusation out, praying his answer was no. “Were you a part of my coma?”  
 
    “I didn’t tell you because I was protecting you. I stopped helping him, and I’ve been feeding him bad information. He knew something was up after we broke into his office, so he must have attacked you when he knew your defenses were down. I knew he was going to try something, but I couldn’t get to you in time. He had me held and questioned in his office while he was attacking you. I had no idea, until I found you laying outside my bedroom. I would never hurt you, never.”  
 
    Rage consumes me as I continue to question his motives. “Have you been stringing me along this whole time? Do you know how to stop memory eradication?”  
 
    Easton’s energy’s ache matches my own. “Lili, I would do anything to help you. I don’t know how to stop it. I’ve been learning things as we go together. I made a huge mistake, and I’ve been trying to fix it.”  
 
    I look up at him and see real pain there. My stomach hurts, my head throbs and my heart’s raw. I just need step away so I can breathe. I should have trusted my prediction and stayed away from Easton from the beginning. “I need some time to think. I need some space.”  
 
    I get up and start to walk away, but Easton stops me dead in my tracks with the words I’ve been waiting to hear. “Lili, I’m so sorry. Just know that I love you.” I feel love spilling from his energy, overpowering all of his darkness. My heart flutters, trying to pull me back to him, but my fears keep my heart captive.  
 
    Before I escape, I turn towards Easton and say, “I can’t trust you. Everything is ruined.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Distress


 
   
 
  


 Easton - Showdown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Until Lili came into my life, I hadn’t realized the Darkness was using me in its game. But she changed the way I saw things—the way I saw myself. I need to fix this mess and ensure Lili’s safety regardless of the consequences to myself. In the end, Lili was my downfall, but not in the way I was expecting. She taught me to love, all but guaranteeing my battle with the Darkness.  
 
    I storm into Wayward’s office, determined to end him once and for all. I push his office door wide open and walk towards him, hiding my true intent. 
 
    Wayward’s voice is silky smooth and unbothered. “Easton, this is a surprise.”  
 
    “I heard you paid Lili a visit today.”  
 
    He answers like he’s toying with me. “I did. I needed to be better informed. To see for myself where her heart really lies.”  
 
    “I’m doing the best I can. I’ve told you everything I know.”  
 
    Wayward’s dark energy starts to expose itself as he fumes, “So you keep saying. You still have no idea who broke into my room?”  
 
    “Like I said, I don’t have a clue. Lili had too much to drink, and I was trying to wrangle her.”  
 
    Wayward lets out a sarcastic HA, then breaks his charade and admits his true thoughts. “I think you’ve been lying. I think she loves you and has corrupted you. But the real issue here is I think you love her.”  
 
    I hide my true feelings for Lili down deep. “We are incompatible, neither of us loves the other.”  
 
    He snarls at me. “LIES. I see her in your energy. You can’t hide the light from me.” I look him dead in the eyes and fire my energy at him. He is caught off guard, allowing my force to hit him straight in the chest. The papers on his wooden desk float in the air as Wayward picks himself up, a malicious look on his face. “You sure you want to do this? We are both dark. We should be fighting together.”  
 
    I fire at him again, and he successfully blocks my blast. “I’m nothing like you. I won’t be a part of your plan to turn her dark.”  
 
    Wayward shrugs his shoulders, firing a strong shot across the room that knocks a hole in his office wall. “Who cares, I don’t need you.” 
 
     I wipe stone dust from my eyes while firing another shot at Wayward. He catches my energy, encasing it in darkness and sending it back to me. It hits me hard—knocking me over as I feel Wayward’s darkness enter my energy. I fight back hard, yelling at Wayward as I struggle to win internal control of my energy. “Lili is stronger than you. She’s stronger than Mary. Your decision to infect her failed. You will always lose against her.”  
 
    I see a small glimmer of fear rise in Wayward. “Easton, you were sent here as Lili’s opposite and I was sent here as Mary’s. We are exactly the same. Difference is, I was strong enough to be successful in Mary’s demise.” We exchange blows back and forth as rage fuels us both towards destroying the other. I land a lucky shot as Wayward crumbles to the floor. I quickly approach him, trying to end his energy and ensure Lili’s safety. As I move around his desk a shot unexpectedly fires at me, knocking me to the floor. 
 
    I struggle to escape his energy rolling under his desk, while blast after blast hammers me. As my physical battle continues, I start to lose concentration on my internal battle against Wayward’s dark energy, collapsing to the floor in pain. With my guard down for a second, he pins me to the floor. Wayward cruelly laughs, filling the room with darkness as he watches me struggle for freedom. 
 
    He’s bound my body with his energy and lifts me into a desk chair. He dusts himself off and takes a seat across from me. “What do I do with you now?”  
 
    I fell anger coursing through me. Anger at Wayward for hurting Lili and anger at myself for failing her, but I muster as much strength as I can. “She knows all about you. Your plan won’t work anymore.”  
 
    “She only knows a small part of a much bigger plan. I’d never trust you with everything.” 
 
    Wayward’s words worry me, spiking fear for Lili’s safety. “The darkness you infected her with increased her awareness. She’s not as trusting as before. You removed her blindness and made her stronger, not weaker like you thought.”  
 
    Wayward’s lips twist. “How did she get rid of the dark energy so quickly? How did you help her?”  
 
    Refusing to tell Wayward anything that could hurt Lili, I refuse to answer. Wayward’s rage intensifies as he pointedly threatens me with bared teeth. “Silence only lasts so long. Everyone breaks.” He increases his hold on my body as I try to stop myself from screaming in agony. He begins to talk again, this time with more strength behind his words. “Does she love you too? What are her weaknesses?” Once again, I remain silent—determined to protect Lili until my last breath.  
 
    Wayward squeezes my body again, popping my arms out of socket and making my pain nearly unbearable. He sneers in enjoyment as his voice slithers inside of my mind. “I think she does love you. I can work with love.”  
 
    I fight to speak through my body’s pain. “She doesn’t love me. We broke up before I came here.” As Wayward begins to squeeze my body again I try to locate Lili within the school, finding her at James’ party. I push through my pain and try to contact her. I quickly form a weak connection to Lili’s mind while Wayward continues to crush my body again. “Lili, I’ve been captured. Run.” 
 
   


 
  


 Lili - Birthday Blues 
 
      
 
      
 
    James’ party feels odd. I’m surrounded by Celestials who are unaware of the darkness within the school. Happy faces surround me, making me feel lonely and isolated after my fight with Easton. I search the party for James so I can show him support then slip away to my room to wallow in my sorrow. I find him by the nectar fountain talking to Nora and I cautiously approach, not wanting to interrupt their conversation.  
 
    Nora looks directly at me, extending me a warm greeting I so desperately need. “Now the party can begin! Ab-Bi has arrived! I was afraid I’d have to talk to a Norma or a Norm all night.”  
 
    My fake smile spreads as I reply. “Sorry I’m late. It’s been a long day.” Nora questionably stares at me. She always sees through my falsities, making me feel seen. James doesn’t notice my bad mood and hands me a nectar drink which I immediately refuse. “I think I’m going to pass after the last time.”  
 
    James face doesn’t match his response as he sets my drink down. “No problem, I’m just happy to have you here.”  
 
    I see Gwyneth across the room staring at me with thin lips and a cocky look on her face. I wonder if she’s been in on the Darkness’ plan from the beginning, and I fight the urge to scream at her. 
 
    Then out of nowhere I feel bombarded by Easton’s energy as his weak voice enters my mind, terrifying me. “Lili, I’ve been captured. Run.” Easton’s connection abruptly ends as I desperately try to reconnect to him.  
 
    James looks at me with confusion. “What just happened? Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    I try to hide my terror by replying in a light dazed tone, “Yes, I’ve just got to go to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” I quickly make a beeline for the girl’s room and pass by Harper, who stares at me with concern.  
 
     The all white bathroom reminds me of an asylum, and I honestly feel I may need to be admitted after the emotional swings I’ve had today. I desperately extend my energy out searching for Easton. Our usually strong connection is frail, and I have a difficult time connecting to him. Every time I think I’ve found him he vanishes, creating a whirlwind of confusion and worry inside my mind. 
 
    I sit down on a closed toilet seat debating my next move. After earlier today I can’t be 100% sure that this isn’t a trap, but the thought of sitting by while Easton suffers makes my head pound and my stomach tighten.  I need to stop doubting myself and start listening to my intuition, which is telling me that Easton’s warning was legitimate and he’s in danger. With time working against me, I work up the courage to rescue Easton, regardless of the danger.  
 
    I fling the stall door open with determination, but unfortunately, I stumble into Nora. She’s out of breath as she pushes me back into a stall with her. “Lili, Wayward just arrived at the party and made an announcement that he’s looking for you. I have a bad feeling that something is wrong. I think you may be in danger.”  
 
    Panic overrides my rational mind as I search for an exit to escape. Wayward is pure evil, and if Easton’s been captured, I’m bound to be next. The bathroom is made of white stones with only one door in and out, limiting my escape routes. I turn to Nora and fill her in as quickly as I can. “I need to escape. Wayward is the Darkness in the school, he’s captured Easton and I think he’s going to do the same to me. I’m in real danger, and I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    Nora looks at me with shock as she takes a second to process what I told her. “Okay. An evil maniac is after you…best plan is to escape and figure out how to rescue Easton once you aren’t in immediate danger.” She pauses, then continues with a plan forming in her head. “Hold on, let me go ask James for help. I’ll be right back.” Nora quickly exits the bathroom, leaving me surrounded by silence and my overwhelming fear. Easton keeps entering my mind, concern for him running rampant as I think of worst-case scenarios. Nora returns, talking in a rush. “Okay. James will meet you outside the room. I’m going to create a distraction as you escape. Come out in ten-seconds, then find James in the hall. He will take you to safety, and I will meet you there in a little bit. Everything will be okay.”  
 
    I look at the strength within her, feeling true friendship and trust in my heart. “Thank you, Nora! You’re a rarity and an extraordinary friend. I don’t deserve you.”  
 
    She lovingly grabs my arm whispering, “Sappy—but I like it anyway. See you soon, Ab-Bi!” She gives me a long look before exiting the bathroom.  
 
    I hear a commotion outside, and I steadily count to ten in my head. I carefully exit the bathroom, noticing that everyone is turned towards the left of the auditorium as a messy fight ensues. I quickly move through the room unseen, exiting the party with a giant exhale of relief. I spot James waiting for me at the end of the hall, and I run to his side quickly. He leads me through the school, moving through different halls in a rush, confusing my sense of direction.  
 
    I stop, grabbing his arm as I ask, “Where are we going?”  
 
    “There’s two options. You and I can escape the school together. Or I can find you a place to hide within the school.”  
 
    I could never leave Easton behind and protect myself, so it’s an easy decision. “Wayward has Easton. I can’t leave until I rescue him.”  
 
    James’ energy is frantic, and his voice is rushed. “Okay, then I’ll take you to a hidden place within Cognosco.” James leads me into a hidden passage that is dark and musty smelling. The farther we get, the more I wonder how James knows of this hidden passage, and whether I can really trust him.  
 
    I stop walking and address my doubts head on. “Where are we going?”  
 
    James turn around and answers with urgency in his voice. “When this building was first built, this used to be a jail, but no one knows about it or uses it. It’s the safest place to hide within the school.”  
 
    “How do you know about it?”  
 
    James seems irritated by another question but answers anyway. “My mentor showed me.”  
 
    Unsure of James’ intent, I grab his forearm. “Can I trust you?” James’ energy flares with desire for me, but I can’t see anything else motivating him. 
 
     His eyes soften as he squeezes my hand. “I only want what’s best for you, and I want to help you.”  
 
    James starts walking again and I choose to believe him, trusting my friend. We emerge from the passage into a wide-open space with jail cells lined against the walls. There’re enchanted Onyx chains hanging on the grey stoned walls and a wooden table in the center of the room, which holds metal claws, a large 2 feet long needle and leather whips. The room is not only a prison but an old school torturing chamber from the sixteenth century. It’s been hidden in Cognosco the whole time, just like the darkness. My last dream enters my mind as I realize I’ve seen this room before. I turn to escape, but James grabs my arms right as Wayward enters the room. For the second time today, betrayal hits me.  
 
    I ignore Wayward, turning to James with pain. “We’re friends. Why would you do this?”  
 
    James’ voice wavers as he says, “You weren’t the only Celestial to be attacked by the Darkness. The difference is I quickly gave in, liking the power.” I notice a darker energy emerge in James. It disgusts me.  
 
    Unable to look at him, I turn towards Wayward, who speaks to me unmasked for the first time. “Once I noticed Easton was protecting you, I had to change tactics and get a back-up plan. James was easy to infect. So willing to help me, for a promise of being your boyfriend when I remove your memories.”  
 
    Power radiates through my body as I draw upon my energy and look Wayward directly in the eyes. “Where’s Easton.”  
 
    Wayward smiles, contradicting his cold response. “He’s safe for now, as long as you don’t put up a fight.”  
 
    The mention of hurting Easton hits a raw nerve. “I first want to see Easton, before we negotiate.”  
 
    Wayward shakes his head in disbelief as he turns to get Easton, talking as he leaves. “So predictable.” 
 
    Once he’s gone from sight I turn towards James, trying to help him even though his betrayal hurts. “You can fight the darkness. I can teach you how.”  
 
    I reach for James’ arm, but he pulls it back from my grasp. “I’m happy the way I am. This is the only way we can be together.” 
 
    “James, darkness can’t love. It possesses and ruins.” 
 
     James’ eyes almost shimmer with his old self as he replies, “Easton is pure darkness and he loves you. Wayward tortured him for hours, and he wouldn’t tell them anything about you.” His darkness returns with a vengeance as he adds, “Too bad he’ll be dead when this is over.”  
 
    The mention of Easton’s death makes me realize I never stopped loving him. He betrayed me in the beginning, but once he had feelings he stopped working with Wayward, fighting his own darkness. He was just trying to protect me, and I punished him for it.  
 
    Wayward enters the jail cells with Easton restrained and floating next to him. He’s unconscious and looks severely beaten, and my energy cries out in pain as my powers expand, breaking the school’s barriers.  
 
    Wayward looks at me in alarm as he tightens his restraints on Easton, causing his body to concave. His words are tight and threatening. “I wouldn’t do that. I can kill him in a second, before you even get a blast off.” I pull my energy back, watching in horror as Easton starts to wake. Wayward quickly shouts orders at me. “Get in that cell, or he’s dead!”  
 
    With Easton’s life in the balance I slowly walk into the cell, watching Wayward close the cage door behind me. The door shuts with a loud thud that sends shivers down my spine and a chill through the air. I ignore Wayward, turning my attention to Easton as I watch him regain consciousness. He dizzily looks around the room, his sad eyes landing on me.  
 
    Easton’s frail energy begins to panic as he weakly screams, “Let her go!”  
 
    Wayward seems annoyed by the whole ordeal, flipping his lip upward in disgust. “Silence!” His energy covers Easton’s mouth, preventing any additional noises from escaping. Wayward then turns his attention to me, delivering one final line before leaving me alone. “And if you are planning to escape, know that I will kill Easton instantly—just like I killed your friend Nora before I came here.”  
 
    I stay frozen, until his words sink in. Once their gravity hits me I lose all will to hold my body up, collapsing on the hard dirt floor. My grief overwhelms me—bringing back memories of the pain I felt when I lost my dad. I try to pinch myself, praying I’m dreaming and will wake up, but nothing happens. This is my reality. James is evil, Easton is in trouble, I may lose all memories of my mom, and Nora…Nora is…dead. Everyone I’ve ever cared about is gone, and I’m truly all alone.  
 
    Nora got me, more than anyone. She knew when to push me, when to leave me alone. I’m to blame for her death. I brought her into my drama and endangered her. She’s dead because of me. There’s no way I can fix this. No way to stop the sadness and pain. Sorrow fills my body. The back of my throat swells and tears fight to escape. I can’t let them loose, or the flood will take me away forever. 
 
    Memories of Nora flash into my mind. I remember when she first walked in my room with her pile of books, how she verbally attacked the librarian because he was rude to me, pretended to be a game show host when we studied, how she reacted to my secret and had my back. I remember how we made a nickname for each other, and how she was the only true friend I’ve ever had. She helped me survive the darkness, but I couldn’t save her. The Darkness took her from me, and I let it because I was too trusting. It won’t happen again. I’ve got to be more diligent if I’m to rescue Easton and avenge Nora’s death. Anger fills me as I call out to Wayward with every ounce of strength I possess, shaking the walls with my rage.  
 
    “I will kill you.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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 Lili - Stillness 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve spent almost seven days waiting in this dark cave for the eve of my sixteenth birthday, and it’s finally arrived. My emotions have been unhinged all week as I battle my own darkness and try to come to terms with Nora’s death, and the part I played in it. No matter how I look at it, I’m the real reason she died. Her loss comes in waves, as the smallest things cause an avalanche of memories to crush me.  
 
    Wayward visited the first two days of my captivity, bringing Easton’s body in to remind me of what I still have to lose. Easton is a pawn in the Darkness’ desire for power. The dark doesn’t play fairly, but I’m growing wiser to their games and weaknesses, feeling determined to crush them all with everything I can muster.  
 
    James enters the cave at his usual time and in his usual manner, strutting around with a tray full of food—pretending he didn’t just participate in my capture and Nora’s death. He moves close to my bars, whispering, “I brought you Pepperoni pizza, your favorite.” James’ favorite meal is pizza; mine is my mom’s carne asada  
 
    He stares at me waiting for appreciation, something that the old version of Lili would have delivered, but she doesn’t exist anymore. “I’m not hungry.”  
 
    James moves closer to the bars like I’m a wounded animal. Which is exactly how I feel. “I understand you’re sad, but Nora wouldn’t want you to starve.”  
 
    His use of her name fills me with a rage so deep it feels like I could drown. It takes everything I have to not strangle him through the bars. “Don’t ever say her name again! You’re a shell of the James I remember, and I want you out of my cell. I’d rather have no one to talk to than you!”  
 
    James’ voice is pained and conflicted, but I’m too numb to care. I listen to him reply, praying for him to leave. “I’ll see you after your procedure. When we can start over.” He exits the room, allowing me to breathe again. In my heart I know it’s not James’ fault, he’s been infected by darkness—but the joy he finds within it is hard for me to understand. I feel lost as I lay on the ground, happy for the silence. 
 
    I feel a new energy enter my cage, making me sit up with alarm. I recognize the spirit as the Celestial who warned me multiple times about the danger within the school. This time I take charge, communicating first. “It’s too late. I found the danger, but I lost the fight.”  
 
    Her voice fills my head. “The fight is never lost. Just ask for help, and it will be given.”  
 
    After being deceived by Wayward and James, I’m more cautious in whose advice I take. “Who are you? I thought spirits couldn’t communicate within the school.”  
 
    “I’m not a spirit, and I’m not all Celestial either. I’m something new, like you. I’m Mary.” 
 
    “Mary? What happened to you?”  
 
    I feel regret permeate the air as Mary says, “I tried to end the Darkness, but it was a losing battle. Wayward was always two steps ahead of me.”  
 
    My numbness dissipates as I ask, “Wayward? I thought he wasn’t the head of the school then?” 
 
    “Oh, he wasn’t. He was my Easton. The exact opposite of me, sent down by the dark.” 
 
    “Like Easton?”  
 
    Her energy fills with sorrow and love, surprising me. “Yes and no. Every time something good is created, it has to be balanced equally with something bad. There can’t be one without the other. So, for me it was Wayward, and for you it is Easton.”  
 
    “Did you have a strong connection to Wayward?” Mary’s energy almost laughs. 
 
    “You and Easton have a connection that Wayward and I didn’t. I’m not sure why or what is causing it. I did love another, but…”  
 
    With timing befitting evil itself, Wayward enters my cell and scares Mary away. His hands hold shiny chains, and his energy’s cruelty is exposed in his voice. “It’s time for your procedure.” Wayward hands me shackles through the bars. “Put these on. They’re heavily fortified, impossible to break.” I hesitate to willingly apply my own restraints—debating why I’d ever willingly surrender to the Darkness. Rage boils in me, encouraging me to fight Wayward regardless of the consequences—but I can’t risk losing Easton. His death would break me, and the darkness inside of me is already vying for control.  
 
    My hands obey Wayward’s request, extending out. Once my chains are on, Wayward opens my jail door. He leads me down the passage and up the windy stairs to an all stone room without any windows. The exact room from my first premonition.  
 
    Once inside the room the school’s Celestial healer, Jim, enters and instructs me to place a large glass dome over my head. The whole ordeal feels very cold and technical. Once the dome is in its place Jim shrinks the device, so it fits snuggly around my hairline. Wayward begins to instruct me again but pauses as a new Celestial enters the room. I instantly recognize him as Adem. His body looks like it could crush me, but just like when I first saw his painting, I see kindness in his eyes.  
 
    Wayward looks visibly shaken by Adem’s arrival, turning towards him and saying, “I didn’t know you were coming. The plan changed, but everything is still under control. Everything is on schedule.”  
 
    Adem briefly looks at me with hidden sorrow, then his eyes harden as he turns his attention towards Wayward again. “I’m here to ensure things go smoothly. After what happened with your mismanagement of the Easton situation, we can’t afford another failure.” Wayward stiffens in anger while Adem continues to talk. “We’d like the girl’s memory to be free of Easton, so maybe we can salvage this mess.”  
 
    I never agreed to have Easton erased too. I’m already losing my mom. I don’t know if I can lose Easton on top of that. All the love I know will be gone. Then what will I be but an empty shell open to the darkness?  
 
    Wayward looks at me as he shakes his head in disgust at my sorrow. “Of course. Love is a weakness, and it should be destroyed.”  
 
    I feel a spike in Adem’s energy that confuses me as he says, “Love can be used as a weakness, but it can also be used for strength. Any Celestial who doesn’t understand this is limited and useless.”  
 
    Wayward’s eyes scrunch in irritation before he turns his attention back towards Jim. “You can continue the eradication.” Wayward moves so close to me I can smell ash and death on him. “Say goodbye to Mommy and Easton,” he mutters.  
 
    Jim doesn’t like the audience either, which is evident in his shaky voice. “I want you to think of the first memory you can recall from your childhood.” I fearfully resist his instructions, scared to lose my most precious memories.  
 
    Wayward reminds me of my bargain. “Easton’s life hangs in the balance.”  
 
    I swallow my fear and recall my first memory. It’s a warm summer day, and my mom was chasing me around the yard as we played hide and seek in the bushes. I kept getting distracted, talking to every living organism I came across—my mom caught me quickly every time with a warm smile on her face, lifting me up and kissing me all over as I laughed.  
 
    The healer begins to instruct me again, “Now remember the last memory you have of your home life.”  
 
    I recall spending Christmas with my mother and all our special traditions. The way she embarrassed me with Easton, the iPad she gave him, and the love I felt for her when I said goodbye.  
 
    Jim takes a deep breath, then gives me one final instruction. “Try to think of why you love Easton. What makes you love him.”  
 
    My mind responds to the question without my permission, remembering when we first met. How he pulled away from me, our library break in and first kiss, Christmas with my mom—how she liked him. Our trip to Bermuda—where he fought to protect me. His face rescuing me from the dark abyss. Him putting himself in jeopardy and taking some of my darkness in himself. Our last fight and how he told me the truth even though he knew I would end it. My eyes well with tears as I think about losing every memory we’ve shared.  
 
    My mind circles, trying to find a solution as I hear Jim say, “We have what we need, the procedure is ready to begin.”  
 
    I try to fight my restraints but find they won’t budge. My mind swirls in despair until it lands on something Mary tried to communicate; she said to ask for help and it will be there. So, I do. I pray with my entire soul, begging for help. Begging to keep my memories of my mom and Easton. Begging to fight off the darkness. Praying. Praying for Nora to be at peace. Praying for relief. While I pray, I hear Wayward instructing the healer to proceed, right as my soul exits my body and enters another abyss. 
 
   


  
 


 Lili - Abyss 
 
      
 
      
 
    This abyss is completely different from my last. It’s filled with kindness, understanding and love. It’s light here, where the other was dark. Here I feel surrounded by energy that feels familiar to my soul.  
 
    I call out, hoping that someone responds. “Hello, is anyone there?” I see energy gather directly in front of me. It becomes solid, forming into a strong looking woman with a knowledgeable sparkle behind her eyes. She feels familiar to me, but I can’t place where I’ve seen her before.  
 
    “Hello, Lili. I’m so glad to meet you in person.”  
 
    “Your voice is familiar. Have we talked before?”  
 
    Her face radiates with compassion. “You know me as Sax. Others refer to me as God.”  
 
    I feel irritate by her deception. I’ve had my fill of recent betrayals. “Why not introduce yourself as God from the get-go?”  
 
    Her response enters my head, electrifying my body. “I’ve been known by many names, but my creator called me Sax. My name is not important, it’s my idea that transcends all. Benevolence is really at the root of all religions, and I am at the root of all that is good and light. Humans tend to fight so hard to prove their religion is correct that they lose their way and get caught up in darkness’ grasp. The name of your religion or idea isn’t of importance; the driving factor behind your actions is what truly matters. This is just one of the things I want you to correct when you lead Earth.” 
 
    “How would I do that? I know you created them, but have you actually met a human or Celestial? It’s hard to change their minds about anything. The world is in crisis. There’s racism and hate everywhere.”  
 
    Sax’s grief is powerful and overwhelming as she responds with tears in her eyes. “That is the darkness. It manipulates and lies. But the light shines brightest in the darkest of places. If you’re hopeful and you look, you will find it.”  
 
    I’d love to end the atrocities I’ve seen develop since my birth, but I feel hopeless and lost—unsure of the right path to take or if I can trust Sax. “I thought the dark and light had to be balanced. How can I battle something that can’t be stopped?” 
 
    “If I told you, it wouldn’t happen.” Well, isn’t that a convenient response? 
 
    I fill with anger. Anger at my current circumstances. Anger for my pain. Anger for the sake of anger.  
 
    “I see. So, I’m assuming I have to do all this by myself—that you’re too busy to help.”  
 
    Sax’s energy touches mine, releasing my dark emotions and filling the empty spaces with love. “And who says you have to do anything alone? I was there for you when you were lost in darkness’ abyss. I was there when you panicked in the cave. Surprisingly, Easton’s been there above all others, protecting you even though the darkness tried to confuse you from your purpose. You’re never alone, Lili.”  
 
    The truth of Sax’s words hits me. “Why do Easton and I have our connection?”  
 
    “Before I sent you down, Pax—my opposite—sent Easton down in anticipation of your arrival. You are each other’s opposites. There can’t be light without darkness, but the darkness has found a way to stop the balance. My creator, Zax, was the first energy in existence. He was both dark and light and learned how to effectively balance the two. He is the strongest power alive, but didn’t understand the repercussions of his creations. I believe that maybe Zax has played a part in your connection with Easton, but it’s impossible to know.”  
 
    “And where is Zax, can I talk to him?”  
 
    Sax’s face brightens. “That would be a sight. Zax has been missing for thousands of years.”  
 
    “Is he dead?”  
 
    She shakes her head no then says, “Energy never dies. It can change, but not die. Zax beats to his own drum; you two would love each other. He reminds me of you in a way.” I remain silent, trying to search for the right questions to ask. Sax fills the empty space, saying, “You are of course made from me, and me from him, so it makes sense.”  
 
    Shocked by this revelation, I ask, “So, I’m a clone of you?”  
 
    Sax laughs before answering. “Not exactly. You have your own soul, but you’re made from me. The closest thing on Earth that I can use to explain it is you’re like my child.”  
 
    The truth of Sax’s words hits me. It explains why I’ve never felt like I belonged, except when I’m with Easton. “Am I a Celestial?”  
 
    Sax pauses, moving closer to me, so she can grab my hand. “No, you’re more of a god… Our time is up. I’ll be watching you.” Before I can respond, I feel my soul painfully seep into my cold, disconnected body. 
 
   


  
 


 Lili – Reunited  
 
      
 
      
 
    My soul’s return makes me feel all kinds of discombobulated. Jim moves closer to me, staring at my energy as he asks me clinical questions in a stoic tone. “What do you remember about your childhood?”  
 
    I answer him in a dead voice which is detached from my emotions. “Nothing.”  
 
    Jim checks a box on his list, just like a doctor performing an exam, then he proceeds to ask me another question. “What do you feel for Easton?”  
 
    I respond exactly the same, devoid of emotions. “Nothing.”  
 
    He checks another box triumphantly, then turns his back to me and exclaims, “We are clear here! Her memory has been effectively erased.”  
 
    I hear Adem’s voice inquire, “How sure are you?”  
 
    Jim responds confidently, “100%. No one can fake the energy reader.” I feel Adem’s hand grab mine with a kind energy that surprises me, then he releases my hand and exits the room. Jim unties my straps and leads my confused body down a windy staircase to a white room, where I am placed on a wooden couch. He talks into a glass box on the wall then leaves me all alone. 
 
     I sit on the couch staring at the artwork in front of me, until I hear Wayward’s voice calling my name from behind a door. I stand up and walk towards Wayward. I enter an office and see him sitting at a white desk.  
 
    He stares at me for an uncomfortably long time, then coldly asks, “What’s the last thing you remember?”  
 
    I think hard and reply in a detached voice. “Going to a birthday party for James.”  
 
    Wayward replies in a soft voice, “You just had your memory eradication. You will remember everything except for your life on Earth. This is a kindness. Your life was horrible and your parents abusive. You were happy to be rid of those memories.” I shake my head up and down as my mind feels numb. Wayward walks me out of his office, leading me down the hall. “Do you know where your room is? You need to rest up for your classes tomorrow.” 
 
    My voice is dry and wobbly, sounding foreign. “Yes, I remember.” I begin to walk towards my room and away from Wayward slowly. I see Gwyneth smiling at me as I pass her in the hallway. I continue to walk up the wrap around stairs unhurriedly until I feel Wayward’s energy disappear. Then I quicken my pace and spring into action.  
 
    I use my energy to find Easton. I had to fool them into thinking I’ve lost my memories, but my mind is still intact and aching to hold him. I surprisingly find Easton in his bedroom and run down the hall, desperate to see him and make sure he’s okay. I pound on his door until it swings open, making my breath catch. My eyes do a doubletake, making sure what I see is real. Easton is returned to his former self. He’s healthy and handsome, like the last week hadn’t happened. I see Easton’s handsome face staring back at me, as love and joy flood my emotions, overpowering all else.  
 
    Easton’s body is tense, and his reaction is distant. His head turns to the side and his eyes squint as I begin to realize he doesn’t recognize me. Terror fills my soul, and I search his memory and no longer find love within it. I find darkness and an empty hole where I used to be. Easton stares at me emotionless as he quizzically turns his head and asks. 
 
    “Do I know you?”  
 
    My lip begins to quiver as I realize the Easton I loved is no longer present. He’s gone just like Nora. I clench my hands so tightly my nails cut my flesh drawing blood. I’m going to end the Darkness and rescue Easton, if it’s the last thing I do.  
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